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| first discovered | was trash three days before my ninth 
birthday—one year after my father lost his job and moved to 
Secaucus to live with a woman named Crystal and four 
years before my mother had the car accident, started taking 
pills, and began exclusively wearing bedroom slippers 
instead of normal shoes. 

| was informed of my trashiness on the playground by 
Madison Pendleton, a girl in a pink Target sweat suit who 
thought she was all that because her house had one and a 
half bathrooms. 

“Salvation Amy’s trailer trash,” she told the other girls on 
the monkey bars while | was dangling upside down by my 
knees and minding my own business, my pigtails scraping 
the sand. “That means she doesn’t have any money and all 
her clothes are dirty. You shouldn’t go to her birthday party 
or you'll be dirty, too.” 

When my birthday party rolled around that weekend, it 
turned out everyone had listened to Madison. My mom and | 
were sitting at the picnic table in the Dusty Acres Mobile 
Community Recreation Area wearing our sad little party 
hats, our sheet cake gathering dust. It was just the two of 
us, same as always. After an hour of hoping someone would 
finally show up, Mom sighed, poured me another big cup of 
Sprite, and gave me a hug. 

She told me that, whatever anyone at school said, a trailer 
was where | lived, not who | was. She told me that it was the 
best home in the world because it could go anywhere. 


Even as a little kid, | was smart enough to point out that 
our house was on blocks, not wheels. Its mobility was 
severely oversold. Mom didn’t have much of a comeback for 
that. 

It took her until around Christmas of that year when we 
were watching The Wizard of Oz on the big flat-screen 
television—the only physical thing that was a leftover from 
our old life with Dad—to come up with a better answer for 
me. “See?” she said, pointing at the screen. “You don’t need 
wheels on your house to get somewhere better. All you need 
is something to give you that extra push.” 

| don’t think she believed it even then, but at least in 
those days she still cared enough to lie. And even though | 
never believed in a place like Oz, | did believe in her. 


That was a long time ago. A lot had changed since then. My 
mom was hardly the same person at all anymore. Then 
again, neither was l. 

| didn’t bother trying to make Madison like me anymore, 
and | wasn’t going to cry over cake. | wasn’t going to cry, 
period. These days, my mom was too lost in her own little 
world to bother cheering me up. | was on my own, and 
crying wasn’t worth the effort. 

Tears or no tears, though, Madison Pendleton still found 
ways of making my life miserable. The day of the tornado— 
although | didn’t know the tornado was coming yet—she 
was slouching against her locker after fifth period, rubbing 
her enormous pregnant belly and whispering with her best 
friend, Amber Boudreaux. 

I'd figured out a long time ago that it was best to just 
ignore her when I could, but Madison was the type of person 
it was pretty impossible to ignore even under normal 
circumstances. Now that she was eight and a half months 
pregnant it was really impossible. 

Today, Madison was wearing a tiny T-shirt that barely 
covered her midriff. It read Who’s Your Mommy across her 


boobs in pink cursive glitter. | did my best not to stare as | 
slunk by her on my way to Spanish, but somehow | felt my 
eyes gliding upward, past her belly to her chest and then to 
her face. Sometimes you just can’t help it. 

She was already staring at me. Our gazes met for a tiny 
instant. | froze. 

Madison glared. “What are you looking at, Trailer Trash?” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. Was | staring? | was just wondering if you 
were the Teen Mom I saw on the cover of Star this week.” 

It wasn’t like I tried to go after Madison, but sometimes 
my sarcasm took on a life of its own. The words just came 
out. 

Madison gave me a blank look. She snorted. 

“| didn’t know you could afford a copy of Star.” She turned 
to Amber Boudreaux and stopped rubbing her stomach just 
long enough to give it a tender pat. “Salvation Amy’s 
jealous. She’s had a crush on Dustin forever. She wishes this 
were her baby.” 

| didn’t have a crush on Dustin, | definitely didn’t want a 
baby, and | absolutely did not want Dustin’s baby. But that 
didn’t stop my cheeks from going red. 

Amber popped her gum and smirked an evil smirk. “You 
know, | saw her talking to Dustin in third period,” she said. 
“She was being all flirty.” Amber puckered her lips and 
pushed her chest forward. “Oh, Dustin, l'II help you with 
your algebra.” 

| knew | was blushing, but | wasn’t sure if it was from 
embarrassment or anger. It was true that I’d let Dustin copy 
my math homework earlier that day. But as cute as Dustin 
was, | wasn’t stupid enough to think I’d ever have a shot 
with him. | was Salvation Amy, the flat-chested trailer-trash 
girl whose clothes were always a little too big and a lot too 
thrift store. Who hadn’t had a real friend since third grade. 

| wasn’t the type of girl Dustin would go for, with or 
without the existence of Madison Pendleton. He had been 
“borrowing” my algebra almost every day for the entire 


year. But Dustin would never look at me like that. Even at 
forty-pounds pregnant, Madison sparkled like the words on 
her oversize chest. There was glitter embedded in her eye 
shadow, in her lip gloss, in her nail polish, hanging from her 
ears in shoulder-grazing hoops, dangling from her wrists in 
blingy bracelets. If the lights went out in the hallway, she 
could light it up like a human disco ball. Like human bling. 
Meanwhile, the only color | had to offer was in my hair, 
which I’d dyed pink just a few days ago. 

| was all sharp edges and angles—words that came out 
too fast and at the wrong times. And | slouched. If Dustin 
was into shiny things like Madison, he would never be 
interested in me. 

| don’t know if | was exactly interested in Dustin, either, 
but we did have one thing in common: we both wanted out 
of Flat Hill, Kansas. 

For a while, it had almost looked like Dustin was going to 
make it, too. All you need is a little push sometimes. 
Sometimes it’s a tornado; sometimes it’s the kind of right 
arm that gets you a football scholarship. He had been set to 
go. Until eight and a half months ago, that is. 

| didn’t know what was worse: to have your shot and 
screw it up, or to never have had a shot in the first place. 

“I wasn’t...,” | protested. Before | could finish, Madison 
was all up in my face. 

“Listen, Dumb Gumm,” she said. | felt a drop of her spit hit 
my cheek and resisted the urge to wipe it away. | didn’t 
want to give her the satisfaction. “Dustin’s mine. We’re 
getting married as soon as the baby comes and | can fit into 
my aunt Robin’s wedding dress. So you’d better stay away 
from him—not that he’d ever be interested in someone like 
you anyway.” 

By this point, everyone in the hallway had stopped looking 
into their lockers, and they were looking at us instead. 
Madison was used to eyes on her—but this was new to me. 


“Listen,” | mumbled back at her, wanting this to be over. 
“It was just homework.” | felt my temper rising. I’d just been 
trying to help him. Not because | had a crush on him. Just 
because he deserved a break. 

“She thinks Dustin needs her help,” Amber chimed in. 
“Taffy told me she heard Amy offered to tutor him after 
school. Just a little one-on-one academic counseling.” She 
cackled loudly. She said “tutor” like I’d done a lap dance for 
Dustin in front of the whole fourth period. 

| hadn’t offered anyway. He had asked. Not that it 
mattered. Madison was already steaming. 

“Oh, she did, did she? Well why don’t | give this bitch a 
little tutoring of my own?” 

| turned to walk away, but Madison grabbed me by the 
wrist and jerked me back around to face her. She was so 
close to me that her nose was almost touching mine. Her 
breath smelled like Sour Patch Kids and kiwi-strawberry lip 
gloss. 

“Who the hell do you think you are, trying to steal my 
boyfriend? Not to mention my baby’s dad?” 

“He asked me,” | said quietly so that only Madison could 
hear. 

“What?” 

| knew | should shut up. But it wasn’t fair. All I’d tried to do 
was something good. 

“| didn’t talk to him. He asked me for help,” | said, louder 
this time. 

“And what could he find so interesting about you?” she 
Snapped back, as if Dustin and | belonged to entirely 
different species. 

It was a good question. The kind that gets you where it 
hurts. But an answer popped into my head, right on time, 
not two seconds after Madison wobbled away down the hall. 
| knew it was mean, but it flew out of my mouth before | had 
a chance to even think about it. 

“Maybe he just wanted to talk to someone his own size.” 


Madison’s mouth opened and closed without anything 
coming out. | took a step back, ready to walk away with my 
tiny victory. And then she rolled into her heels, wound up, 
and—before | could duck—punched me square in the jaw. | 
felt my head throbbing as | stumbled back and landed on 
my butt. 

It was my turn to be surprised, looking up at her in dazed, 
fuzzy-headed confusion. Had that just happened? Madison 
had always been a complete bitch, but—aside from the 
occasional shoulder check in the girls’ locker room—she 
wasn’t usually the violent type. Until now. 

Maybe it was the pregnancy hormones. 

“Take it back,” she demanded as | began to get to my 
feet. 

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Amber a second too 
late. Always one to take a cue from her best friend, she 
yanked me by the hair and pushed me back down to the 
ground. 

The chant of “Fight! Fight! Fight!” boomed in my ears. | 
checked for blood, relieved to find my skull intact. Madison 
stepped forward and towered over me, ready for the next 
round. Behind her, | could see that a huge crowd had 
gathered around us. 

“Take it back. I’m not fat,” Madison insisted. But her lip 
quivered a tiny bit at the f-word. “I may be pregnant, but I’m 
still a size two.” 

“Kick her!” Amber hissed. 

| scooted away from her rhinestone-studded sandal and 
stood up just as the assistant principal, Mr. Strachan, 
appeared, flanked by a pair of security guards. The crowd 
began to disperse, grumbling that the show was over. 

Madison quickly dropped her punching arm and went back 
to rubbing her belly and cooing. She scrunched her face up 
into a pained grimace, like she was fighting back tears. | 
rolled my eyes. | wondered if she would actually manage to 
produce tears. 


Mr. Strachan looked from me to Madison and back again 
through his wire rims. 

“Mr. Strachan,” Madison said shakily. “She just came at 
me! At us!” She patted her belly protectively, making it 
clear that she was speaking for two these days. 

He folded his arms across his chest and lowered his glare 
to where | still crouched. Madison had him at “us.” “Really, 
Amy? Fighting with a pregnant girl? You’ve always had a 
hard time keeping your mouth shut when it’s good for you, 
but this is low, even for you.” 

“She threw the first punch!” | yelled. It didn’t matter. Mr. 
Strachan was already pulling me to my feet to haul me off 
to the principal’s office. 

“I thought you could be the bigger person at a time like 
this. | guess | overestimated you. As usual.” 

As | walked away, | looked over my shoulder. Madison 
lifted her hand from her belly to give me a smug little wave. 
Like she knew | wouldn’t be coming back. 


When I'd left for school that morning, Mom had been sitting 
on the couch for three days straight. In those three days, my 
mother had taken zero showers, had said almost nothing, 
and—as far as | knew—had consumed only half a carton of 
Cigarettes and a few handfuls of Bugles. Oh, and whatever 
pills she was on. I’m not even sure when she got up to pee. 
She'd just been sitting there watching TV. 

It used to be that | always tried to figure out what was 
wrong with her when she got like this. Was it the weather? 
Was she thinking about my father? Was it just the pills? Or 
was there something else that had turned her into a human 
slug? 

By now, though, | was used to it enough to know that it 
wasn’t any of that. She just got like this sometimes. It was 
her version of waking up on the wrong side of the bed, and 
when it happened, you just had to let her ride it out. 


Whenever it happened, | wondered if this time she’d be 
stuck like this. 

So when | pushed the door to our trailer open an hour 
after my meeting with the principal, carrying all the books 
from my locker in a black Hefty bag—l’d been suspended for 
the rest of the week—I was surprised to see that the couch 
was empty except for one of those blankets with the sleeves 
that Mom had ordered off TV with money we didn’t have. 

In the bathroom, | could hear her rustling around: the 
faucet running, the clatter of drugstore makeup on a tiny 
counter. | guess she’d ridden it out again after all. Not that 
that was always a good thing. 

“Mom?” | asked. 

“Shit!” she yelped, followed by the sound of something 
falling into the sink. She didn’t come out of the bathroom, 
and she didn’t ask what | was doing home so early. 

| dropped my backpack and my Hefty bag on the floor, slid 
off my sneakers, and looked over at the screen. Al Roker 
was pointing to my hometown on one of those big fake 
maps. He was frowning. 

| didn’t think I’d ever seen America’s Weatherman frown 
before. Wasn’t he supposed to be reassuring? Wasn't it, like, 
his job to make us feel like everything, including the 
weather, would be better soon? If not tomorrow then at 
some point during the extended ten-day forecast? 

“Hey,” Mom said. “Did you hear? There’s a tornado 
coming!” 

| wasn’t too worried about it. They were always predicting 
disaster around here, but although nearby towns had been 
hit a few times, Dusty Acres had always been spared. It was 
like we had cliché to shield us—Tornado Sweeps Through 
Trailer Park, Leaves Only an Overturned Barbecue. That’s 
something that happens in a movie, not in real life. 

My mom emerged from the bathroom, fussing with her 
hair. | was glad to see her vertical again, freshly scrubbed 
with her face all done up, but | had to wince at the length of 


her skirt. It was shorter than anything | owned. It was 
Shorter than anything Madison Pendleton owned. That could 
only mean one thing. 

“Where are you going?” | asked, even though | knew the 
answer. “For three days, you're one step away from a coma 
and now you’re heading to the bar?” 

It was no surprise. In my mother’s world, there were only 
two pieces of scenery: the couch and the bar. If she wasn’t 
on one, she was in the other. 

She let out an accusatory sigh. “Don’t start. | thought 
you'd be happy that I’m back on my feet again. Would you 
rather | just lie on the couch? Well, you might be content to 
mope around the house all day, but some of us have a life.” 
She fluffed up her already teased hair and began looking for 
her purse. 

There were so many things wrong with everything she’d 
just said that | couldn’t even begin to process all the ways it 
was infuriating. Instead, | decided to try the sensible 
argument. “You're the one who just told me there’s a 
tornado on the way. It’s dangerous. You could get hit by a 
tree or something. Won’t Tawny understand?” 

“It’s a tornado party, Miss Smarty-Pants,” Mom said, as if 
that explained things. Her bloodshot eyes lit up as she 
spotted her purse lying on the floor next to the refrigerator 
and slung it over her shoulder. 

| knew there was no point arguing when she got this way. 
“You need to sign this,” | demanded, holding out the slip of 
paper Strachan had given me. It was to show that she 
understood what I’d supposedly done today, and what the 
consequences were. 

“| got suspended,” | told her. 

It took her a few seconds to react, but when she did, her 
face registered not surprise or anger, but pure annoyance. 
“Suspended? What did you do?” Mom pushed past me again 
to get to her keys. Like | was just a thing that was in the way 
of something she wanted. 


If we lived in a regular house, with one and a half 
bathrooms, | wondered, would she still hate me this much? 
Was resentment something that grew better in small 
spaces, like those flowers that Mom used to force to bloom 
inside in little vases? 

“| got in a fight,” | said evenly. Mom kept staring. “With a 
pregnant girl.” 

At that, Mom let out a long, whistling sigh and looked up 
at the ceiling. 

“That’s just great,” Mom said, her voice dripping with 
something other than motherly concern. 

| could have explained it to her. | could have told her 
exactly what happened; that it wasn’t my fault. That | hadn’t 
even hit anyone. 

But the thing is, at that moment, | kind of liked having her 
think I’d done something wrong. If | was the kind of girl who 
got in fights with pregnant girls, it meant it was on her. And 
her stellar lack of parenting skills. 

“Who was it?” Mom demanded, her plastic purse 
Slamming into the counter. 

“Madison Pendleton.” 

She narrowed her eyes but not at me. She was 
remembering Madison. “Of course. That little pink bitch who 
ruined your birthday party.” 

Mom paused and bit her lip. “You don’t see it, do you? 
She’s already getting hers. You don’t need to help it along.” 

“What are you talking about? I’m the one who was 
Suspended.” 

Mom flung her hand out and gripped the air, mimicking a 
pregnant belly. “I give her a year. Two tops before she’s got 
a trailer of her own around the corner. That boy she’s with 
won’t stay. And she'll be left with a little bundle of karma.” 

| shook my head. “She’s walking around like she’s God’s 
gift. Like she and Dustin are still going to be prom king and 
queen.” 


“Ha!” Mom hooted. “Now. But the second that kid comes, 
her life is over.” There was a pause | could drive a truck 
through. 

For a split second, | thought of how things used to be. My 
before Mom. The one who'd dried my tears and challenged 
me to a cake-eating contest at that fateful birthday party. 
“More cake for us,” she’d said. That was when | was nine. 
After Dad left, but before the accident and the pills. It was 
the last time she’d even bothered remembering my 
birthday. 

| didn’t know what to do when she acted like this. When 
we were almost having a normal conversation. When she 
almost seemed like she cared. When | almost saw some 
glimmer of who she used to be. | knew better but | leaned 
into the kitchenette counter anyway. 

“One second, you have everything, your whole life ahead 
of you,” she said, fluffing her hair in the reflection from the 
stove. “And then, boom. They just suck it all out of you like 
little vampires till there’s nothing left of you.” 

It was clear she wasn’t talking about Madison anymore. 
She was talking about me. | was her little vampire. 

Anger pricked in my chest. Leave it to my mother to turn 
any situation into another excuse to feel sorry for herself. To 
blame me. 

“Thanks, Mom,” | said. “You’re right. I’m the one who 
ruined your life. Not you. Not Dad. The fact that I’ve been 
taking care of you every day since | was thirteen—that was 
just my evil scheme to ruin everything for you.” 

“Don’t be so sensitive, Amy,” she huffed. “It’s not all 
about you.” 

“All about me? How could it be, when it’s always about 
you?” 

Mom glared at me, and then there was a honk from 
outside. “I don’t have to stand here and listen to this. 
Tawny’s waiting.” She stormed to the door. 

“You're just going to leave me in the middle of a tornado?” 


It wasn’t that | cared about the weather. | wasn’t 
expecting it to be a big deal. But | wanted her to care; | 
wanted her to be running around gathering up batteries for 
flashlights and making sure we had enough water to last 
through the week. | wanted her to take care of me. Because 
that’s what mothers do. 

Just because I'd learned how to take care of myself didn’t 
mean | didn’t still feel panic setting in every time she left 
me like this—all alone, with no clue when she'd be back, or 
if she’d ever be back at all. Even without a tornado on the 
way, it was always an open question. 

“It’s better out there than in here,” she snapped. 

Before | could think of a good enough retort, she was 
gone. 

| opened the door as she slid into the front seat of Tawny’s 
Camaro; | watched as Mom adjusted the mirror to look at 
herself and saw her catch a glimpse of me instead, just 
before the car vroomed away. 

Before | could have the satisfaction of slamming the door 
myself, the wind did it for me. So maybe this tornado was 
coming after all. 

| thought of Dustin and his wasted scholarship, and about 
my father, who'd left me behind just to get out of here. | 
thought of what this place did to people. Tornado or no 
tornado, | wasn’t Dorothy, and a stupid little storm wasn’t 
going to change anything for me. 

| walked to my dresser, pushed up flush against the 
kitchen stove, and opened the top drawer, feeling around 
for the red-and-white gym sock that was fat with cash—the 
stash of money I’d been saving for an emergency for years: 
$347. Once the storm cleared, that could get me bus 
tickets. That could get me a lot farther than Topeka, which 
was the farthest | had ever gone. | could let my mother fend 
for herself. She didn’t want me. School didn’t want me. 
What was | waiting for? 

My hand hit the back of the drawer. All | found were socks. 


| pulled the drawer out and rifled through it. Nothing. 

The money was gone. Everything I’d spent my life saving 
up for. Gone. 

It was no mystery who'd taken it. It was less of a mystery 
what she’d spent it on. With no cash, no car, and no one to 
wave a magic wand, | was stuck where | was. 

It didn’t matter anyway. Leaving was just a fantasy. 

In the living room, Al Roker was back on TV. His frown was 
gone, sort of, but even though his face was now plastered 
with a giant grin, his jaw was quivering and he looked like 
he might start crying at any second. He kept chattering 
away, going on and on about isotopes and pressure systems 
and hiding in the basement. 

Too bad they don’t have basements in trailer parks, | 
thought. 

And then | thought: Bring it on. There’s no place like 
anywhere but here. 


| had to admit it looked a little scary outside: the darkening 
Sky stretched out over the empty, flat plain—a muddy, 
pinkish brown I’d never seen before—and the air seemed 
eerily still. 

Usually on a day like today, even with bad weather, the 
old guy next door would be out in the yard, blasting old- 
fashioned country songs—the kind about losing your car, 
losing your wife, losing your dog—from his ancient boom 
box while the gang of older kids | never talked to would be 
drinking neon-colored sodas from little plastic jugs as they 
sprawled out on the rusty green lawn furniture and old, ratty 
sofa that made up their outdoor living room. But today, they 
were all gone. There was no movement at all. No kids. No 
music. No nothing. The only color for miles was in the 
yellowed tops of the dried-out patches of grass that dotted 
the dirt. 

The highway at the edge of the trailer park, where cars 
normally whizzed by at ninety miles an hour, was suddenly 
empty. Mom and Tawny had been the last car out. 

As the light shifted, | caught a glimpse of myself in the 
reflection in the window and | saw my face, framed by my 
new pink hair. I’d dyed it myself and the change was still a 
shock to me. | don’t even know why I'd done it. Maybe | just 
wanted some color in my stupid, boring gray life. Maybe | 
just wanted to be a little bit more like Madison Pendleton. 

No. | didn’t want to be anything like her. Did I? 


| was still studying my face when | heard squeaking and 
rustling, and turned around to see my mom’s beloved pet 
rat, Star, going crazy in her cage on top of the microwave. 
Star has got to be the world’s laziest rat—l don’t think I’ve 
seen her use her wheel a single time in the last two years. 
But now she was racing frantically, screaming her gross 
little rat screams and throwing herself against the sides of 
her home like she was going to die if she didn’t get out. 

This was new. 

“Guess she abandoned both of us, huh?” | tried to ignore 
the twinge of triumph | felt at this. I’d always had the 
sneaking suspicion that Mom loved Star more than me. Now 
she couldn’t be bothered with either of us. 

The rat stared right at me, paused, and then opened her 
mouth to reply with a piercing squeal. 

“Shut up, Star,” | said. 

| thought she’d stop after a second, but the squeal just 
kept coming. 

Star didn’t stop. 

“Fine,” | said when | couldn’t take it anymore. “You wanna 
come out? Fine.” | unlatched the top of her cage and 
reached in to free her, but as | wrapped my hand around her 
body, she thanked me by sinking her tiny teeth into my 
wrist. 

“Ow!” | yelped, dropping her to the floor. “What’s wrong 
with you?” Star didn’t answer—she just scurried off under 
the couch. Hopefully, never to be seen again. Who even 
keeps a rat as a pet? 

Suddenly the door of the trailer swung open. 

“Mom!” | called, running to the open door. For a split 
second, | thought maybe she’d come back for me. Or, if not 
for me, then at least for Star. 

But it had just been the wind. For the first time, it occurred 
to me that the impending tornado might not be a joke. 

When I was twelve, when it all first started, | didn’t get it 
at first. | thought Mom was actually changing for the better. 


She let me skip school so we could have a pajama day. She 
took me to the carnival in the middle of the school day. She 
jumped on the bed. She let us eat pizza for breakfast. But 
pretty soon she wasn’t making breakfast at all, she was 
forgetting to take me to school, and she wasn’t even getting 
out of her pajamas. Before long, | was the one making 
breakfast. And lunch. And dinner. 

The mom I'd once known was gone. She was never 
coming back. Still—whoever she was now—| didn’t want her 
out there on her own. | couldn’t trust Tawny to take care of 
her in a disaster. More than that, | didn’t want to be alone. 
So | picked up my phone and punched in her name. No 
service. | hung up. 

| went to the door, still open and creaking back and forth 
on its hinges, and took a step outside to scan the horizon, 
hoping Il’d see the red Camaro zooming back down the 
highway. A change of heart. 

As soon as | put my foot on the first stair outside the 
trailer, | heard a whooshing noise as a plastic lawn chair 
flew through the air toward me. | hit the ground just in time 
to avoid getting beaned in the face. 

Then, for a moment, everything was still. The lawn chair 
was resting on its side a few feet away in the dirt like it had 
been there all along. It began to drizzle. | thought | even 
heard a bird chirping. 

But as | hesitantly got to my feet, the wind started back 
up. Dust swirled and stung my eyes. The drizzle turned into 
a sheet of rain. 

The sky just overhead was almost black and the horizon 
was a washed-out, cloudy white, and | saw it, just like in the 
movies: a thin, dark funnel was jittering across the 
landscape and getting bigger. Closer. A low humming sound, 
like an approaching train, thrummed in my ears and in my 
chest. The lawn chair shot up into the air again. This time, it 
didn’t come back down. 


Slowly, | stepped backward into the trailer and yanked the 
door closed, feeling panic rising in my chest. | turned the 
deadbolt and then, for good measure, pulled the chain tight, 
knowing none of it would do any good. 

| pressed my back to the wall, trying to keep calm. 

The whole trailer shook as something crashed against it. 

| had been so stupid to think this might be a joke. 
Everyone else was gone—how hadn’t | seen this coming? 

It was too late now. Too late to get out of town—even if I'd 
had the money to do it. | had no car to get to a shelter. Mom 
hadn't even thought to ask Tawny to drop me off 
somewhere. | was trapped here, and whichever way you 
Sliced it, it was my mother’s fault. 

| couldn’t even lie down in the bathtub. We didn’t have a 
bathtub any more than we had a basement. 

Al Roker’s voice on the TV had been replaced by the buzz 
of static. | was alone. 

“Star?” | squeaked. My voice barely made it out of my 
chest. “Star?” 

It was the first time in my life that I’d been desperate for 
the company of my mother’s rat. | didn’t have anyone else. 

As | sank onto the couch, | couldn’t tell if | was shaking, or 
if it was the trailer itself. Or both. 

My mom’s stupid Snuggie was rancid with the stench of 
her Newports, but | pulled it over my face anyway, closing 
my eyes and imagining that she was here with me. 

A minute later, when something snapped on the right side 
of the trailer, everything pitched to the side. | gripped the 
cushions hard to keep from falling off the couch. Then, there 
was another snap, and a lurch, and | knew that we’d come 
loose from our foundation. 

My stomach dropped and kept dropping. | felt my body 
getting heavier, my back plastered to the cushions now, and 
suddenly—with a mix of horror and wonder—| knew that | 
was airborne. 

The trailer was flying. | could feel it. 


Dreading what | would see, | peered out from under the 
blanket and toward the window, squinting my eyes open 
just a crack to discover my suspicion had been right: Pink 
light danced through swirling clouds. A rusted-out car door 
floated by as if it were weightless. 

| had never been on a plane. | had never been higher than 
the observatory, the tallest building in Flat Hill. And here | 
was now flying for the first time in a rusty old double-wide. 

The trailer bounced and swayed and creaked and surfed, 
and then | felt something wet on my face. Then a squeak. 

It was Star. She had made it onto the couch and was 
licking me tenderly. As her soft squeaks filled my ear, | let 
out a breath of something like relief just to have her here 
with me. It wasn’t much, but it was something. 

Mom was probably on her third drink by now, or maybe 
huddled with Tawny in the basement of the bar, a stack of 
kegs to keep them happy for as long as necessary. | 
wondered what she would do when she got back—when she 
saw that the trailer was gone, and me along with it. Like we 
were never here. Would her life be better without me in it? 

Well, | had wanted to be gone. I’d wanted it for as long as 
I'd known there was anywhere to go. | wanted other places, 
other people. Another me. | wanted to leave everything and 
everyone behind. 

But not like this. 

| scratched my index finger against Star’s furry spine and 
waited for the falling part. For the crash. | braced myself 
against the cushions, knowing that my tin-can house wasn’t 
going to protect me when we hit the earth. But the crash 
didn’t come. 

Up and up and up we went. More white-pink light, more 
pink clouds, and every kind of junk you could imagine all 
swirling around in the surreal air blender: an unbothered- 
looking Guernsey cow. An ancient, beat-up Trans Am. An old 
neon service-station sign. A tricycle. 


It was like | was on the world’s most insane amusement 
park ride. I’ve never liked roller coasters. Going up would be 
fun if you didn’t have to think about what always came next. 


THREE 


When | came to, the first thing | saw was the spongy gray 
floor of the trailer above me. Star was scampering around 
my achy body like it was a racetrack, trying frantically to 
wake me. It took me a second to realize that | was lying on 
the ceiling. 

Light streaked through the dirty windows—normal, bright, 
white light again, not the blushy pink I’d seen during the 
tornado or the watercolor brown just before it. 

| was alive. And someone was talking to me. 

“Grab my hand,” he was saying. “Step lightly.” | turned 
my head and looked up to see a torso leaning in through the 
open door, half-in, half-out, and an arm reaching for me. It 
was a he, silhouetted by light pouring in from behind. | 
couldn’t make out his face. 

“Who are you?” | asked. 

“Just take my hand. Try not to make any sudden 
movements.” 

From my side, Star squeaked and scrambled into the 
pocket of my hoodie. 

| rose slowly to my feet and dusted myself off. Nothing 
seemed to be broken. But everything hurt like | was a rag 
doll that’d been thrown around in a giant tin can. When | 
took a step, the double-wide lurched beneath me. | rolled 
back on my heels, trying to get my balance, and it rocked 
with even more menace. | stopped. 

“Just two steps and you’re home. Hurry,” he said. The 
distance between his hand and me seemed farther than two 


steps. | wanted to move again. But | didn’t. 

“It’s okay,” he said. “Don’t panic. Just move.” 

| took another step, careful not to upset the equilibrium, 
and then another. | put my hand in his. 

As my skin touched his, | saw his face, and | felt electricity 
shooting through my body. His eyes were the first thing | 
noticed: They were emerald green with flecks of something | 
couldn’t even describe to myself, and they seemed to be 
glowing, almost floating in front of his face. There was 
something about them that seemed almost alien. 

Was he a rescue worker? And if so, how far from home 
was l, exactly? 

“Am | dead?” | asked. It certainly seemed possible. Likely, 
even. It was hard to believe that | had survived any crash. 

“Of course not. If you were dead, would we be having this 
conversation?” 

With that, he gave my arm a sharp, strong yank and 
pulled me through the tipped doorway. We fell backward, 
tumbling onto the ground outside. 

| scrambled quickly to my feet and turned around to see 
that | was standing on the edge of a deep ravine. My poor 
little trailer was barely holding on, teetering on the 
precipice. 

The chasm was more like a canyon: it was as wide as a 
river and stretched on for as far as | could see in either 
direction. The bottom was all blackness. 

“What the... ?” | whispered. 

My trailer heaved, and then, with a final, aching creak, it 
lurched backward, letting go. 

“No!” | screamed, but it was too late. The home that had 
once been mine was spinning down and down and down 
into the hole. 

| kept expecting to see it crash and shatter into a million 
pieces, but it just kept on falling as | stood there watching it 
disappear into the abyss. 


It was gone without even a sound. | had almost gone with 
it. 

Everything | owned was in there. Every piece of ugly 
clothing. Every bad memory. 

| was free of all of it. 

“I’m sorry about your house,” my rescuer said. His voice 
was soft, but it startled me anyway. | jumped and looked up 
to find that he was standing at my side. “It’s a miracle you 
made it out. A few inches to the left and you’d have gone 
straight into the pit. Lucky, | guess.” The way he said it 
made it sound like he thought it had been something more 
than luck. 

“Did the tornado do that?” | asked. | stared back into the 
pit, wondering how far down it went. Wondering what was 
down there. “I didn’t know tornadoes made giant holes in 
the ground.” 

“Ha. No.” He laughed, but he didn’t seem to think it was 
all that funny. “The pit’s been here for a long time now.” He 
didn’t elaborate. 

| turned to face him, and when | saw him standing there in 
the pale, blue-gray sunlight, my breath caught somewhere 
beneath my ribs. The boy was probably my age, and about 
my height, too. He was slim and sinewy and compact, with a 
face framed by dark, shaggy hair that managed to be both 
strong and delicate at the same time. 

His skin was paler than pale, like he’d never left home 
without sunscreen or like he’d never left home period. He 
was part rock star, part something else. | couldn’t put my 
finger on what the something else was, but | knew that it 
was somehow important. 

And those eyes. They were glittering even brighter than 
before, and there was something about them that made me 
uneasy. It was like he had whole worlds behind his eyes. 

He was beautiful. He was too beautiful. It was the kind of 
beautiful that can almost seem ugly; the kind of beautiful 
you don’t want to touch, because you know it might burn. | 


wasn’t used to talking to people who looked like him. | 
wasn’t used to being near people who looked like him. 

But he had saved my life. 

“I won’t miss it,” | said, not sure if | meant it or not. “The 
house, | mean.” 

| could tell he didn’t believe me, but he didn’t argue. “I’ve 
never seen anything like it. Your tin farm. It must be very 
precious. A house made out of metal.” 

| guess they didn’t have trailers where he was from. Lucky 
him. 

| realized, looking around for the first time, that we 
weren’t in Dusty Acres anymore. But where were we? 

On the side of the pit on which | stood, a vast field of 
decaying grass stretched into the distance. It was gray and 
patchy and sickly, with the faintest tinge of blue. On the far 
side of the pit was a dark, sinister-looking forest, black and 
deep. Everything around here seemed to have that tint to it, 
actually. The air, the clouds, even the sun, which was 
shining bright, all had a faded, washed-out quality to them. 
There was something dead about all of it. When | looked 
closely, | saw that tiny blue dust particles were floating 
everywhere, like the wispy floating petals of a dandelion— 
except that they were glittering, giving everything a 
glowing, unreal feeling. 

But not everything was blue. Underneath the boy’s feet, 
yellow bricks, as vivid as a box of new crayons, were almost 
glowing in stark contrast to the blown-out, postapocalyptic 
monochrome of the landscape. 

The golden path led all the way up to the ravine and then 
dropped off into nothingness. In the other direction, it 
wound its way through the field and spiraled off into the 
horizon. 

It was a road. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” | was so astonished that | 
wasn’t even sure if | had said it out loud or not. 


| had been dropped here by a tornado, and now | was 
standing on something that looked remarkably like a road of 
yellow bricks. 

This had to be some big mix-up. Maybe Kansas had finally 
cashed in on the whole Dorothy thing with a theme park and 
the tornado had just happened to drop me there. In which 
case, this guy was just a really hot park guide. | stared at 
him, waiting for him to explain. 

“Welcome to Oz,” the boy said, nodding, like he expected 
I'd figured that out already. It came out sounding almost 
apologetic, like, Hate to break the bad news. 

Oz. 

| touched my head, looking for a bump or something. | 
must have gotten knocked out and was having a particularly 
crazy hallucination. 

At that, | let out a hoot of laughter. Good! With the way 
things had been lately, | figured | could use a fantastical 
hallucination right about now. It seemed like it had done 
Dorothy some good in the movie—and in Dorothy’s fantasy, 
she'd been greeted by a bunch of Munchkins. A beautiful 
boy beat that any day. 

“Aren't you supposed to bow down for me or something?” 
| asked, still laughing. 

Instead of laughing along with me, concern washed over 
the boy’s face, like he was worried | was going a little bit 
crazy. 

Was | crazy? My head was swimming. If this was a fantasy, 
it was a strange one: this wasn’t the Oz that | had read 
about or seen in the movie. It was as if someone had 
drained out some of the Technicolor and introduced some 
serious darkness. 

Where were the good witches, the fields of enormous 
poppies? Where were the jolly Munchkins? | guess even in 
my concussion-induced fantasies, I’m not creative—or 
cheerful—enough to come up with all that. Instead, I'd 


conjured up something that looked suspiciously like Dusty 
Acres right after a nuclear explosion. 

| spun around to take it all in—a little too quickly in my 
excitement—and began to wobble at the edge of the cliff. 
My rescuer was there with a hand on my wrist, pulling me 
onto the brick road just in time to save me, yet again, from 
plunging to my death. 

It took me a second, but | recovered my balance and 
stepped forward, getting my bearings. As | set one foot and 
then another onto the road, the bricks themselves seemed 
to almost pulse under me. Like there was a current running 
through them. “It feels like there’s something under there,” | 
said, looking down at my sneakers. 

“The road wants you to go to the city.” 

“The road? Wants ... me?” | rubbed my head in 
confusion. 

“It wants everyone. That’s what it’s for. The road’s been 
here longer than any of us. There’s deep magic in there— 
magic even she doesn’t understand. Some people think it 
has a mind of its own. It wants you to go to the city, but it 
doesn’t like to make the trip easy.” 

It figured. Nothing was ever easy, in my experience. 

“Who's ‘she’?” | asked. 

The boy reached out and tugged at a lock of my hair. The 
way he did it wasn’t romantic, but more curious really. It was 
tender, too, but it was a sad kind of tenderness. No one ever 
touched me, anyway, and | flinched automatically. “There is 
so much you don’t know. So much you have to learn. | wish 
you didn’t.” 

Learn what? | wanted to ask. Or maybe | didn’t want to 
know. 

Then | felt a wriggling at my hip and looked down to see 
that Star was poking her head out of the pocket of my 
hoodie and was sniffing the air, looking just as confused as | 
felt. | pulled her out and placed her on the bricks, and she 


jolted. | guess the road had given her the same feeling it 
had given me. 

“Easy, girl,” | said. “You'll get used to it in a second.” | 
looked back up at the boy. “If this is Oz... ,” | trailed off, 
searching for the question that was on the tip of my tongue. 
Then | found it. “What happened here?” | asked. 

| was waiting for him to answer when, out of nowhere, a 
look of panic crossed his face. For a moment, he looked 
disoriented, like he’d forgotten who he was. Something 
around the edges of his body seemed to flicker. 

“Are you Okay?” | asked. He didn’t answer. He hadn't 
moved; now he seemed to be looking right through me. 

| reached out and touched him on the shoulder. 

“I have to go,” he said. 

“Go?” | didn’t understand. He just got here. | just got here. 
What the hell was happening? “Where are you going?” 

He shook his head. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s getting late. I’ve 
never left for this long. | have to get back before...” 

“Don’t,” | said, maybe a little too desperately. Maybe this 
was a dream and maybe it wasn’t, but either way, | didn’t 
want to be left here, in the middle of nowhere, all alone. 
“Before what? What are you talking about? Who are you?” 

“I’m no one,” he said, turning away and walking toward 
the pit. 

“Please,” | begged. 

He turned back to me one more time. 

“This is where it all began for her, you know. | don’t know 
why you’re here or who brought you, Pink Hair, but if you’re 
here, it means it’s all beginning for you, too. You’re like her 
in SO many ways, but | can tell you’re different. | can’t help 
you. I’m not powerful enough. But you can help yourself. 
Prove me right. Don’t make the same mistakes she made.” 

“But...” 

“Be brave,” he said. “Be angry. Don’t trust anyone. l'Il see 
you soon.” 


He stepped to the edge of the road, to right where the 
bricks crumbled away into the black. Then he jumped. 

“No!” | screamed, lunging forward, catching myself just in 
time before | followed him. Below me, the darkness looked 
relentless and unforgiving. The road wanted something, he 
had told me, and now | knew the pit did, too. It was hungry. 
It was already infinite and still it wanted more. 

There was no sign of him. The boy was gone. 

| looked down at Star, who was perched on her haunches 
at my feet. “So what do we do now?” | asked, half expecting 
her to say something back. 

She didn’t need to. | knew the answer already: what | was 
going to do next was the same thing I’d been doing my 
whole life. 

| turned back. Just put one foot in front of the other. 
Nothing had changed except the color of the road. 


OUR. 


Star and | walked, following the road, and when she seemed 
to get tired, | took her and placed her on my shoulder, 
where she perched patiently and looked out into the 
distance. She knew just as well as | did that we were very 
far from home. 

Despite my crash landing in Oz, my body was surprisingly 
free of bruises, aches, and pains. Actually, | felt pretty good. 
The headache I’d had when I'd first landed had subsided, 
and now | felt full of energy. 

| was hoping that the place would cheer up as | got farther 
away from the pit. | was still hoping for a tree that grew 
lollipops or a welcome committee of cheerful Munchkins—or 
anything cheerful, really. But as | walked down the road, the 
countryside remained as grim and desolate as before, 
everything cast in the eerie blue light that reminded me of 
the glow of a television from underneath the crack of a 
closed door. 

There were no singing birds. The only signs of life were 
the giant ravens that occasionally swooped overhead, 
startling me every time they crowed. There were no trees to 
be seen, but the air smelled vaguely of burning leaves. 

After a while, the bedraggled fields by the side of the road 
turned into huge cornfields on either side, with stalks as tall 
as my body. | was used to cornfields back in Kansas, 
obviously, but these were different: every ear was as black 
and shiny as oil. It looked like each one had been dipped in 


tar. Or like all the life had been sucked out of them and had 
something dead and evil pumped back in their place. 

Curious, | reached out to pull one of them from its stalk. 
Before | could even touch it, a black vine sprung up from the 
ground and curled around my arm like a whip, squeezing 
tight. It burned. | yelped and pulled away, managing to twist 
myself free, and retreated to a spot in the center of the road 
that | hoped was safely out of reach. | made a note not to go 
poking around at anything else here. This wasn’t Dorothy’s 
Oz. 

It was Oz, wasn’t it? The boy had called it that, and the 
fact that | was walking along a road made of yellow bricks 
was enough to convince me I wasn’t in Canada or Argentina. 
| just had no idea what this Oz had to do with the story | 
knew. It would have been nice if he’d given me a little more 
information. 

Or maybe he had: Suddenly | remembered what he’d said 
to me before he’d disappeared into the pit. “Don’t make the 
Same mistakes she made.” 

Could he have been talking about Dorothy? “This is where 
it all began for her,” he’d said. Who else could he have 
meant? And what “mistakes” had she made? 

| thought about it some more. What if Dorothy had been 
here, just like the book said, but she had somehow gotten it 
wrong? Like, what if the witch had killed her instead of the 
other way around? If so, this depressing version of fairyland 
definitely felt wicked enough to be the result. 

It was a weird idea—so weird that | felt my headache 
coming back as | tried to wrap my head around it—but what 
if Dorothy had screwed everything up and someone had 
decided to bring over another girl from Kansas as some kind 
of do-over? 

| shuddered to myself. | had enough problems of my own 
back in Kansas. Why couldn’t | have been swept away to an 
imaginary kingdom where nothing was wrong at all—where | 
could just kick my legs up and enjoy a nice, relaxing 


vacation? | racked my brain, trying to remember if there 
were any books or movies like that, and realized there 
weren't any. 

Well, one thing was for sure—l didn’t have any magical 
Shoes to take me home. Even if | could click my heels 
together and be right back in Kansas where I'd started, | 
wouldn’t. This place was dark and scary and a little evil 
seeming, but it was something new and different. Now | just 
needed to find someone to tell me what was going on here. 

So | felt my heart leap when the road dipped down into a 
Shallow valley and curved to the right, heading right toward 
a cluster of buildings that was sprawled at the foot of the 
hill. 

A town. There had to be people living there. This time, | 
would make them give me some answers. 

As | made my way toward it, though, | began to see that 
my hopes for human contact might need to wait a little 
longer. The buildings, which were arranged around a 
decrepit stone plaza, were all cracked and crumbling and 
grown over with ivy that looked like it had never been 
tended. The facades of some of the houses had been spray- 
painted with some kind of graffiti tag: an angry, green 
frowny face. 

The whole area had the distinct look of a place that had 
Slowly been deserted, kind of like the town a few miles away 
from Flat Hill that everyone had abandoned when the plastic 
flower factory had shut down. 

“Hello?” | called out when | had reached the ring of 
buildings encircling the town square. There was no 
response. 

From up close, it was clear that this place had actually 
been nice, once. Even abandoned like this, there was 
something cheerful and quaint about the way the houses— 
all of various heights—were built so close together that they 
were practically stacked on top of one another, as if 
personal space wasn’t something they cared about around 


here. And although they were falling apart now, each house 
was beautifully crafted, with domed roofs and round 
windows and ornate wooden shutters with fancy iron 
hardware. 

| had to hunch a little to peer inside the nearest window, 
which barely reached my chin. Inside, there was a table set 
for five with moldy food on each plate, like whoever had 
once lived there had left in the middle of dinner. 

“They could really use some Munchkins around here, 
huh?” | said to Star, who hadn’t moved from her perch on 
my shoulder. She just stared back at me balefully and didn’t 
bother squeaking a response. 

| jumped back in surprise when | stepped into the square. 
Someone was smiling down at me triumphantly. Then | 
realized it wasn’t a person at all. It was a statue cast in 
marble, and it was the first thing I’d seen in the whole town 
that wasn’t dirty and crumbling. In fact, it was so white that 
it was glowing—all except for the pair of glittering silver 
shoes on its feet. 

Of course, | recognized it immediately. With her kind, 
smiling face, her jaunty gingham dress, and her neatly 
curled pigtails, there was no mistaking her: it was Dorothy. 
The silver plaque on the pedestal confirmed it: 

Here Stands Dorothy Gale, it read. She Who Arrived on the 
Wind, Slayed the Wicked, and Freed the Munchkins. 

By now, I’d given up on the idea that | was dreaming—my 
body felt too heavy and solid, and as bizarre as everything 
was, none of it had the sticky, underwater quality of a 
dream. Even so, it was kind of unreal to confirm the 
alternative with my own two eyes: that | had been thrown 
into a fairy tale. 

“Dorothy likes her statues,” a voice said, from out of 
nowhere. Startled, | looked around to see where it was 
coming from, and saw a face peering down at me from the 
second-story window of a house a few paces off. “Me, | have 
to say, I’m pretty sick of them.” 


There was a thud as a small black knapsack landed next 
to me. Unthinkingly, | reached down for it. 

“Don’t touch that!” the voice growled. | jumped back and 
saw her scrambling out the window. She dangled by her 
fingers before dropping to the ground, landing softly as if 
the height were no big thing. It was a girl. She looked up at 
me with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity, and when she 
sprung to her feet, | saw that there was no way she was 
more than four feet tall, even in her platform boots. 

Now this was more like it. | was face-to-face with a real, 
live Munchkin. 

At least, | was pretty sure that’s what she was. Her hair 
was inky blue-black and her eyes were caked in thick 
eyeliner with triple fake lashes. She was wearing a vampy 
eggplant-hued lipstick and a leather skirt. Her T-shirt 
revealed arms covered in complicated tattoo sleeves. 

But she was short, and she moved with a springiness and 
agility that was something more than just plain old human. 
Anyway, I’d already been here long enough that | wasn’t 
shocked to find out that there was such a thing as a goth 
Munchkin. 

“Excuse me?” the girl barked as | looked her up and down 
curiously. “Do you have a problem?” 

Heat rose to my face as my mind flashed to Madison 
Pendleton. 

“Nope. Do you?” | snapped right back at her. | couldn’t 
even look at a Munchkin without starting trouble. Was she 
going to punch me now, too? 

She didn’t. Instead, she let out a wry cackle and rolled her 
eyes. “Let’s see,” she said. “Do | have a problem? How 
about, do | have five thousand?” She marched right over to 
where | stood and grabbed her bag from where it lay at my 
feet. It was stuffed to the seams with what | figured must be 
an entire leather wardrobe. “The answer's yes, by the way.” 

“I’m Amy,” | said, hoping this was what passed for friendly 
in Munchkin Country. | reached out a hand, which she 


ignored. 

“Indigo,” she replied. She eyed my shoulder. “Cool rat, by 
the way. | love rats. Does it talk?” 

| glanced at Star, still hoping she would decide that the 
answer was yes. She didn’t respond. 

“Nope.” | shrugged. 

“Too bad.” Her eyes traced up to my head. “But | don’t 
know about the hair. She’s not going to like it.” 

| put a hand to my scalp and brushed a pink lock from my 
eyes. 

“Why would my pet rat care what my hair looks like?” 

Again, Indigo hooted. “Not your rat, dumbass. Her.” 

“Who's she?” 

Indigo scrunched her face up and swiveled her neck like | 
was a complete moron. “Oh yeah, who’s she? she asks. 
Please.” 

“No, seriously,” | said. “I’m new around here. Tell me who 
you're talking about.” 

“Im new around here,” Indigo mocked me in a squeaky 
falsetto, slipping her backpack on. But as she did it, she 
looked at me. Really looked at me. 

“Wait, you’re not kidding, are you? You really aren’t from 
around here.” She was staring at my clothes. | guessed that 
jeans and a hoodie were not what the kids were wearing in 
Oz. 

“No,” | said simply. “I’m not.” 

Her jaw dropped open in slow motion as it dawned on her. 
“Holy shit,” she said. “You’re from the Other Place, aren’t 
you?” She looked over one shoulder and then the other, 
then asked quietly: “How did you get here?” | couldn’t tell if 
her tone was one of excitement or fear. 

“It was a tor—” | began, but before | could finish, | was cut 
off by a loud, metallic clanking sound from somewhere off in 
the distance. 

Indigo took a step backward. “You know what?” she said, 
her eyes darting nervously from building to building. “Never 


mind. It’s better if | don’t know. In fact, it’s better if | don’t 
talk to you at all.” 

“What? Why?” 

She busied herself with her backpack, her tiny face 
scrunched up with worry. 

“Like | said, lve already got about five thousand 
problems, give or take a thousand. Getting caught 
conspiring with an outlander would be five thousand and 
one. l'd love to hear your story, but it’s not worth it. Good 
luck. You’ll need it.” With that, she hoisted her pack on her 
shoulders and began to walk away. 

“No way!” | yelled. “Just let me ask you some questions. | 
have no idea what’s going on.” 

“If you’re lucky, you'll never find out,” she said, not 
Slowing her pace or bothering to look back. 

| wasn’t going to let this happen again. She was speeding 
along, heading off the road, but my legs were longer. | raced 
after her and grabbed her by the elbow. 

“Hey!” she said, whirling around to face me. “Don’t touch 
me!” She yanked her arm away, but | yanked right back. 
And | was stronger. 

“Let me come with you,” | whispered urgently. | didn’t 
know where she was going, but she was the best hope | 
had. Hope of what, | wasn’t sure, but | would figure that out 
later. “| promise—l’ll do whatever you want. | swear | won’t 
get you in trouble. But I’m alone here, and | have no idea 
what I’m doing.” 

She bit her lip. The thing is, | could tell she was as curious 
about me as | was about her. | could tell part of her wanted 
to relent. 

But then we heard that clanging noise again. This time it 
was louder. 

“You seem like a nice person,” Indigo hissed. “And | love 
rats. But get your fucking hands off me and get the hell 
away from me. The best thing you can do right now is get 


your ass back to wherever it is you came from and hope you 
never wind up in this sorry place again.” 

“| don’t know how to go home,” | said. But I let her elbow 
go. This wasn’t getting me anywhere. 

“It looks like you’ve got problems, too, then.” Indigo 
folded her arms across her chest, planting her stocky body 
firmly in place. “See ya,” she said. 

Honestly, | was starting to think this girl was kind of an 
asshole. But if she wasn’t going to help me, | couldn’t think 
of any good way to force her. All | could do was keep 
following the road and hope it led me somewhere better 
than this. 

So | walked away, back to the famous road paved with 
yellow bricks. At least | had a general sense of where that 
would take me. When | looked back over my shoulder, the 
angry little Munchkin was watching me go. 

As | passed the statue of Dorothy, | changed my mind one 
more time. “Just tell me one thing,” | asked her, spinning 
around. She shrugged, noncommittal. She hadn’t budged 
from the spot where I'd left her. “They talk about Oz where 
I'm from. I’ve heard about it my whole life. But this is 
messed up. What happened here?” 

Indigo’s impassive face twisted into a snarl. “Dorothy 
happened,” she said. 


WE 


Dorothy happened. I'd tried to ask Indigo what she’d meant, 
but her eyes had gone from blue to black and she'd 
threatened to punch me in the face if | came one step closer 
or asked her another goddamn question. | had already been 
punched in the face once today—that had been today, 
hadn’t it?—so | did what she wanted and kept on moving. 

It was only a few minutes before | put the tiny little town 
behind me. Now | was back on the road. Ahead, it led up a 
steep hill that was completely devoid of any grass at all, the 
raw dirt interrupted only by a few stunted, sickly shrubs 
here and there. 

Dorothy had been here, | reminded myself. She had 
walked this very same path. You’re like her in so many ways, 
the boy had said. 

Kansas, tornado, blah, blah, blah. | mean, the similarities 
were pretty obvious, right? But there were plenty of 
differences between us, too. First off, from what | 
remembered it hadn’t taken her long at all to make friends. 
It was like everyone she’d run into—witches not included— 
had wanted to jump on the Dorothy Express. 

As for me, I'd come across two people so far, and exactly 
both of them had wanted nothing to do with me. It was kind 
of depressing to think that | could travel all the way to Oz 
and still be just as unpopular as | was back in Flat Hill, 
Kansas. 

| didn’t know where to go next, but the Emerald City 
seemed as good a place to start as any. That’s where 


Dorothy had gone for help. The road would take me there. It 
wanted to take me there. 

So | trudged up the hill, and as | did, the banging sound I’d 
heard back in the village continued. It was still intermittent 
—there were a few minutes of welcome silence for every 
thirty seconds of racket. It was getting louder with every 
step | took, though, and soon it was so loud that | had to 
cover my ears every time it started. 

When | finally reached the top of the incline | saw where it 
was coming from. 

In the distance, across a periwinkle field of dust and dirt 
and beyond a tangled maze of gnarled, thorny trees, stood a 
towering seesaw contraption that was attached by a mess 
of pipes and wires to something that looked like a cross 
between an oil rig and a windmill. 

When I squinted, | saw at least twenty people of less-than- 
average height piled on either end of the seesaw thing. 
Every few minutes, the Munchkins would start bouncing up 
and down in place, and as they did, the taller machine 
would begin spinning and clanging, jackhammering into the 
earth. 

Above all of the action a statuesque figure in a glittering 
ball gown floated serenely in midair, just watching them at 
work. | tried to see what was holding her up but as far as | 
could tell she was just. . . floating. 

Wait, a ball gown? 

| couldn’t make up my mind which part | was more curious 
about: the fact that she was levitating or the fact that she 
was doing it above a field of dirt, dressed like she was on 
her way to the prom. 

| stared at her with rapt curiosity. Even from here, | could 
tell that she was no Munchkin. Not just because she was too 
tall to be one either. There was just something different 
about her. Something familiar that | couldn’t place. She had 
to be at least a couple of hundred feet away, but it was like 


her image was burning right through all that distance and 
imprinting itself right onto my retinas. 

She was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen. Her 
hair was red, and her skin was glowing, and her body was 
radiating a shower of glittering pink sparks. 

| smacked my head as it came to me. 

Duh. It must be Glinda. She was supposed to be the Good 
Witch of the South, right? 

| felt my face light up at the sheer insanity of it all. When 
I'd watched The Wizard of Oz with my mother, Glinda had 
always been my favorite character—because who wouldn’t 
want to travel around in a flying soap bubble wearing an 
awesome dress? She’d been my mom’s favorite character, 
too, but for a different reason. 

“She’s a witch, but she’s Good,” Mom always said. “Now 
that’s what | call the best of both worlds.” 

Finally, Oz was living up to its name. | had to see her up 
close. 

As | stepped off the road and began to push my way 
through the thick mass of gnarled and twisted trees, | saw 
that they had sickly pale blue bark. They were thorny, too, 
and | had to gingerly push the branches aside, being careful 
not to cut myself. The whole time, | stared into the sky, 
mesmerized by the sight of Glinda. | couldn’t wait to meet 
her. | didn’t even care about the fact that my skull was 
vibrating from the noise the machine was making. 

As | wound my way toward her, Star began to get uneasy. 
She clawed and fidgeted at my shoulder. There was 
something about all this that she didn’t like. 

“Will you stop it?” | whispered to her. “It’s Glinda. Jeez.” 

| could somehow hear Glinda’s voice echoing over the 
deafening noise, like she was speaking through a 
megaphone. 

“There is no crying, little ones,” | heard Glinda call out, her 
lilting voice full of kind, gentle encouragement. 


The Munchkin boy she was talking to couldn’t have been 
older than seven or eight. He was sitting in a little chair near 
the top of the seesaw, and from his red cheeks and puffy 
eyes, it was clear he’d just finished one major sob session 
and was working himself up for another. Glinda was talking 
him down from it. “What we do, we do for the good of Oz,” 
she cooed. “You do love Oz, don’t you?” 

The kid nodded, sniffing up his tears and wiping the snot 
from his nose, and then he threw himself back into the 
motion of the seesaw. 

The clanging began again. My skull was vibrating so hard 
that | thought it might explode. My hands flew to cover my 
ears, but that did virtually nothing. 

| was close enough to really see her now. Her dress was 
even more extraordinary from this vantage than it had 
appeared in the distance. Instead of the beautiful, flowing 
dress that the character had worn in the book, this gown 
was more like armor: thin metallic petals made up the 
voluminous skirt while magenta jewels dipped and curved 
across her chest in a tight, plunging bodice. It wasn’t my 
Style, okay, but it was still pretty amazing. 

She seemed perfect. And yet, as | approached, an uneasy 
feeling prevented me from calling out her name. 

Something wasn’t right. From far off, she looked beautiful, 
ethereal, otherworldly. But up close, there was something 
ugly about her. Something was wrong with her face. 

Yes, she was delicate-featured with exquisite bone 
structure, her perfect strawberry-blonde curls escaping from 
underneath a _ blinged-out golden crown as she smiled 
benevolently down at her loyal subjects. But that smile. It 
was—| don’t know how else to put it—kind of super-gross. 

It stretched unnaturally wide, spreading out maniacally all 
the way across her jaw from one cheekbone to the other, 
and it was twitching at the corners like her lips had been 
pinned into place. 


Other than the twitching, it didn’t move. At all. Even when 
she talked. 

“What’s with her mouth?” | asked Star under my breath, 
after the machine had halted its banging once again. 

| jumped when an actual voice answered in a hoarse 
whisper from behind me. 

“(A) it’s PermaSmile, and (B) are you out of your dumbass 
minda?” 

| whirled around to see Indigo’s bright, aquamarine eyes 
staring out at me from somewhere within the shadowy web 
of the tree branches. 

“Have you been following me?” | whispered back at my 
stalker, and then—my curiosity winning out over my 
annoyance—added, “And what’s PermaSmile?” 

“I wasn’t following you,” Indigo replied with a petulant 
scowl. “I was just going in the same direction you were 
going in.” She paused. “Besides, | couldn’t let you just 
wander up to Glinda like she’s going to give you a kiss and a 
cookie. I’m a softer touch than you think. And this is 
PermaSmile.” 

She pulled out a small tube and held it up. “I never wear 
it, but it comes in handy to have around,” she said, 
uncapping the top and smearing it across her mouth like 
lipstick. As she did, her scowling lips stretched like putty 
into a wide, maniacal grin and stayed that way. 

“Ew,” | said, unable to help myself. 

“I know,” she said. “I hate it.” Her huge grin barely moved 
as she spoke. It was like Botox in a tube. Then she drew it 
across her face again, in the opposite direction this time, 
and, just like that, her mouth returned to its customary half 
scowl. “Everyone wears it in the city, and since that’s where 
I’m going, l'Il need it.” 

“The Emerald City?” 

“Yes, the Emerald City,” she mimicked. “Where else? Now 
come on. We can’t just hang around down here. She could 
smell us at any second.” 


“Smell us?” | asked, genuinely confused. “What is she, a 
hunting dog? Besides, isn’t she supposed to be a good 
witch?” 

“Sure,” Indigo snorted. “Good. Like that means anything 
around here. | hate to break it to you, but just because 
someone has pretty hair and good skin tone and a crown 
instead of a pointy hat doesn’t mean she’s not the baddest 
bitch this side of the Emerald City. Seriously. | can’t believe 
I’m risking my own neck to help you out.” 

“But—” | said. 

“No buts,” Indigo said. “Look, I’m giving you a chance. If 
you want to stay here and hope she takes a liking to you, be 
my guest. If you’d rather not get killed, follow me.” 

Then she was scampering back toward the road, 
effortlessly weaving through the thorns and branches like 
they weren’t even there. 

| paused for a moment. Glinda and Dorothy the bad guys? 
It was all so upside down—and yet, something about what 
Indigo was saying seemed right. | didn’t want to believe her, 
but | knew all too well that you can’t always get what you 
want. So | followed. 

By the time | made it back to the road | was a scratched- 
up mess, my shirt torn and my arms crisscrossed with tiny 
cuts. Indigo was waiting for me, looking typically sour. 

“Don’t get too excited,” she grumbled, but | could tell that 
somewhere underneath all that, she was happy | was joining 
her. “You can come with me as far as the city and then 
you’re on your own. And you do what | say, got it? You’ve 
already proven you have no Survival instincts.” 

“Deal,” | said. 

| craned my neck back up at the so-called good witch, who 
was still floating eerily in the sky. How could | come all the 
way to Oz and pass up a chance to meet the one and only 
sorceress herself? It was like going to Disney World and not 
getting your picture taken with Cinderella. 


| don’t think | have to tell you that my mom never took me 
to Disney World. 

| was still wavering when Star hissed at me angrily. | knew 
what she was trying to tell me. With a twinge of regret, | 
chased after Indigo. 

Sometimes you just have to trust your pet rat’s instincts. 


“Now, can you tell me what was going on back there?” | 
asked when we were back on our way. 

“She’s magic mining,” Indigo explained, with the tone of 
someone explaining why the sky is blue to a toddler for the 
five hundredth time. 

| half understood. Maybe. “Magic mining? But she’s a 
witch. Doesn’t she already have magic?” 

Indigo gave a loud, angry snort. “It’s never enough. Never 
enough for her, and sure as hell never enough for Dorothy. 
They’re digging holes from here to the capital and sucking it 
right up out of the land. Why do you think all of Munchkin 
Country’s such a dump? Oz needs magic to survive. Without 
it, it just dries up.” 

“So magic is like—in the ground?” 

| thought of the dark, gaping pit that had swallowed my 
trailer. Was that one of Glinda’s excavation sites? If so, 
Greenpeace would have a few bones to pick with the Witch 
of the South if they ever made it to Oz. 

“Yup.” Indigo nodded. “Well, it’s everywhere, but it starts 
in the ground and seeps out from there. Dig it all up and 
take it for your royal self, though? No more magic. The end; 
unhappily ever after.” 

I'd never thought of myself as someone who was slow on 
the uptake, but this was all very confusing. 

“Okay,” | said eventually. “Back up. You keep talking about 
Dorothy like she’s still here. But she went back to Kansas. 


That’s, like, the whole point of the story. There’s no place 
like home and all that.” 

Really, it was the one part of The Wizard of Oz that I'd 
never liked. Girl gets whisked away to fairyland and all she 
can think about is going home? Sure, she missed her auntie 
Em. But you’d think her aunt would be happy for her to have 
gotten out of Kansas. Personally, I’d always thought Dorothy 
Should have knocked her heels together and wished for 
something better than a trip back to Nowheresville. 

“You only heard half the story. She did go home,” Indigo 
said. “Turns out home wasn’t so great after all. So Glinda 
brought her back here. Or, at least, most people think it was 
Glinda who brought her back. That’s like, how the legend 
goes. One way or another, when Dorothy got here, that’s 
when the problems all started.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Indigo shrugged and waved her hand over the landscape. 
“See for yourself. She was okay at first—l guess—but then 
they gave her a crown and made her a princess. And 
somewhere along the way she got a taste for magic. Pretty 
soon nothing was enough for her. The more she got, the 
more she wanted.” 

“So the magic made her go off the deep end and start 
digging pits? Why is Glinda even helping her?” 

“Think of it this way,” Indigo said. “You’ve got your Witch 
of the East. Dorothy crushes her with a house. The Witch of 
the West—Dorothy melts her with a bucket of water. 
Glinda’s the Witch of the South. Notice that she’s the one 
who's still standing? Glinda knows what’s good for her. She 
knows that the worst thing you can do around here is get in 
Dorothy’s way.” 

“What about North?” | asked. 

Indigo gave me a puzzled look. 

“East, West, South,” | said. “What about the Witch of the 
North?” | asked. 


Indigo just looked away. “You ask too many questions,” 
she said. 


The world had been changing color while we’d talked. The 
closer we got to the Emerald City and away from Glinda and 
her machine, the more the chilly blue glow of the sky melted 
into something sunnier and pleasant. The grass grew 
greener and thicker on the ground, too, and every now and 
then | noticed a few crocuses poking their heads out of the 
earth. 

| wasn’t positive, but as | listened carefully | was pretty 
sure | even heard some birds singing a tentative song. On 
the other hand, maybe it was just the residual sound of the 
drill ringing in my ears. 

“Why do the Munchkins cooperate?” | asked. “If it’s 
ruining their home, it seems like they wouldn’t go along with 
it.” 

Indigo leveled me with a cool stare. 

“How about you stop asking about things you'll never 
understand,” she said. “We're going to get you to the 
Emerald City and you're going to find some nice witch who 
will know how to send you right back to Kansas where you 
and your pink hair belong.” 

After that, we walked in silence. Every time | tried to find 
another avenue for conversation, she shot me right down. 

| thought about what she’d said about Dorothy. The 
explanation that she’d given me was barely any explanation 
at all: it was one thing to believe that Oz had been 
corrupted by someone truly evil, but Dorothy had been good 
once. She had fought the Wicked Witch of the West and 
freed Oz. How had things gone so wrong for her? 

Suddenly my mother’s face flashed into my head, and | 
remembered what it had been like for her. 

It hadn’t happened overnight. She’d been in a lot of pain 
after the car accident, and at first the pills just made her 
happy again. In some ways, it was happier than I’d seen her 


since my dad had left and we’d sold the house. Which made 
me happy, too. 

It always wore off, though, and then it started wearing off 
faster and faster. She always wanted more. When she got 
more, she wanted more than that. And that was the end of 
life as we knew it. Every time | came home to find her 
sprawled out on the couch, or on the floor, the orange bottle 
still in her hands, | found myself amazed that something so 
tiny could hold so much power over her. 

If what Indigo said was true, Dorothy had gotten a taste of 
magic, and when it was gone, it had left her hollow. How 
much magic did she have now? 

It wasn’t a question worth asking. To someone like her, or 
someone like my mom, it wasn’t a matter of how much she 
had. It was how much she didn’t have. 

All of this was making me wonder where my mom was. | 
hoped she was okay. 


It felt like we’d been walking for hours. My feet were 
shooting with pain but the sun showed no signs of waning. 
Although our surroundings had brightened up considerably, 
it was monotonous and unchanging. The novelty was 
wearing off. | was too bored to even be creeped out 
anymore. 

| kept waiting to come across a unicorn or a talking 
scarecrow or a river of lemonade, or some other magical Oz 
thing. | would have settled for a regular tree or a river made 
out of water. Or even, maybe, a monster. 

So far, there was nothing. 

“I have to sit,” | said finally. Indigo twisted her lips and 
then nodded. 

“Fine,” she said, plopping herself down onto a rock by the 
side of the road. | sat down next to her. | took Star off my 
shoulder and placed her on the ground, and she took the 
opportunity to scamper away into a patch of weeds. | knew 
she'd be back. 


“How far is the city?” | asked. “We’ve been walking 
forever.” 

“Dunno,” Indigo said. “I’ve never been.” 

So we Sat in silence. | wished | could pull my phone out 
just to have something to do, but my phone, along with 
everything else I’d ever owned, was at the bottom of the pit. 
If the pit even had a bottom. Instead, | found myself 
studying the Munchkin’s tattooed arms, trying to untangle 
the elaborate, inky swirls that were etched into them, but it 
was weird—the more | stared at the designs, the more they 
seemed to be a blur. It was like they didn’t want me to 
understand them; like they were hiding their true meaning 
from me. 

Indigo noticed me staring, and she rolled up her T-shirt 
sleeves to let me take a better look. “It’s Oz. The rea/ Oz,” 
she said. “Il wanted to remember how it used to be. So | got 
it inked. They’ll have to skin me if they want me to forget 
now.” 

As she spoke, the tattoos began to form themselves into a 
picture before my eyes and | saw what she was talking 
about: her arms were a history. It was a beautiful, 
picturesque panorama, filled with flowers and animals— 
some of which | didn’t even recognize—and happy, smiling 
people. The craziest part was that the picture was moving. 
Just barely, but moving for sure. The Munchkins on Indigo’s 
biceps were dancing a jig. The animals were frolicking; the 
flowers were rustling in the breeze. There was even a witch, 
green and wicked with a pointy black hat, cheerfully dancing 
something like a hula. 

“Magic ink,” she said. “Cool, right?” She said it like it was 
no big deal, like she was talking about the new shoes she’d 
just bought at the outlet mall. She waved her hand in the 
air, gesturing at the landscape around us. “It’s better here 
since we’re farther away from the mines, but nothing’s what 
it used to be. It’ll just be one big pit soon.” 


She looked so sad. It was the worst kind of sad, too—the 
kind where you’re sad about something that you know will 
never change. The kind of sad you can’t even bother getting 
angry about anymore. 

Did all of Oz feel this way? If so, it must be a terrible place 
to live. 

| stood up and brushed myself off. “Come on,” | said. 
“We're going to the Emerald City.” 

Indigo stared up at the sky like she was looking for a clue. 
| was beginning to wonder when the sun was going to go 
down. The sky was just as light as it had been when we’d 
started walking. It didn’t even feel like it was the same day, 
much less the same afternoon. 

“| don’t know,” she said after a while of just looking. It 
sounded more like she was talking to herself than to me. “l 
don’t actually really know anything. | don’t even really know 
why | want to go. We'll probably get caught before we make 
it there anyway. She has spies everywhere.” She sighed a 
long sigh. But she followed me back onto the road. 

“You asked why they work for her,” she said. “You asked 
why the Munchkins don’t just tell Glinda to fuck off and take 
her machine somewhere else.” 

“Yeah. | was wondering that. Maybe it was stupid of me.” 

“It was,” Indigo said, shooting me an annoyed look. “Do 
you think they have a choice? | was one of those kids 
bouncing up and down on a seesaw for hours, you know. But 
| got away. Now my family’s gone, my house is empty, and | 
have no idea what I’m going to do with myself. If | get 
caught, they'll kill me. So. That’s why they do it, okay?” 

“| didn’t know,” | said. “I’m sorry.” And | was. 

“When we get to the Emerald City, we're going to find 
someone to send you home. And when we do, they’re going 
to send me along with you. Anything’s better than this.” 


She saw it before | did. 


“What the hell?” she said, stopping dead in her tracks in 
the middle of the road. 

Ahead of us, we heard a screechy, unearthly caterwaul. 
Star squealed in response. | sped up to see what was going 
on. Then | wished I hadn’t seen it at all. 

A few paces off, something was tied to a post at the edge 
of the road. The something was furry. It screeched again. 

“One of the monkeys,” Indigo said, almost in a whisper. 
The creature was dangling upside down from the post, a 
thick rope binding his ankles in place. This wasn’t your 
normal monkey, though: he was dressed like a little preppy 
in khaki pants with jaunty red suspenders and leather Top- 
Siders on his feet. 

Despite his outfit, he looked a long way from Nantucket. 
He appeared to be in so much pain: his eyes were half 
closed, blood-crusted, and unfocused. His mouth was dry 
and cracked; his fur was dirty and matted. He didn’t look at 
us—l was pretty sure he couldn’t even tell we were there. 

But he was conscious enough to express his anguish, and 
he let out yet another earsplitting scream. Indigo raced 
forward and when | caught up with her, she was kneeling, 
reading a sign that was nailed just below where the 
monkey’s head swayed inches from the ground. 

For the Crime of Sass, This Monkey Is Hereby Sentenced 
to Official Attitude Adjustment. Do Not Tamper. By Royal 
Order of Princess Dorothy. 

“The crime of sass?” | whispered angrily. They’d made 
that a crime? 

Indigo seemed paralyzed. She didn’t respond. 

Well, at least / was here to help him. “Poor little monkey,” 
| said. “Let’s get you down from there.” | made a move to 
untie him, but Indigo grabbed my wrist. She was almost 
Shaking. 

“No,” she said. “We can’t.” 

“What are you talking about? You can’t just leave a 
defenseless animal tied up by the side of the road. Look at 


him. I’m surprised he’s still alive. And what the hell? This is 
what she calls an attitude adjustment? What’s wrong with 
this place?” 

Indigo shook her head sadly. “We have to leave him. If we 
don’t, we'll be considered just as guilty as he is. I’ve seen it 
before.” She looked up at me with tears in her eyes, and | 
somehow understood that this had already happened to 
someone she loved. “Welcome to Oz,” she said. Her voice 
caught, and then she stood and dusted herself off. Her face, 
which had just a moment ago looked close to crumpling, 
hardened back into her typical scowl. 

“Come on. Let’s keep moving. Forget we even saw it.” 

| shook my head at her. /t was wearing pants. /t had dried 
blood all over it. /t was in eardrum-busting pain. 

“You saved me from talking to Glinda.” 

“That was different. You hadn’t been convicted of 
anything.” 

| looked at her and then back at the monkey. | couldn’t 
leave him. There was just no way. So without hesitating— 
without thinking, really—l reached up and began to untie 
the ropes that held him to the post. 

“No!” Indigo cried. But she didn’t try to stop me. Within 
seconds l'd gotten him free. | caught him in my arms—he 
was heavier than he looked—and as | laid him carefully 
down on the yellow bricks, | felt two rough, bald little 
stumps on his shoulder blades. 

It took me a second to realize what they were, and when | 
did, | felt sick to my stomach. This monkey had once had 
wings. 

“Shit,” Indigo said, running her fingers through her hair in 
panic. “Shit, shit, shit shit.” She had scampered to the 
middle of the road and was looking up and down in either 
direction like she thought they would be coming for us at 
any moment. But no alarm bells started ringing. No 
gunshots rang out; no flare was sent up. Nothing happened 
at all. 


“What do you think is coming?” 

“You don’t understand. They have their ways. They know 
everything. They see everything.” 

“How? Who?” 

“They just do.” 

“If they knew everything that went on around here, they’d 
have already caught us. Come on—you must have some 
water somewhere in that giant pack of yours, right?” 

Reluctantly, Indigo dug around in her bag and came back 
with a canteen. She handed it to me, and | poured the water 
over the animal’s cracked lips and waited. After a moment, 
his eyes fluttered open. He gurgled and sputtered for a 
moment before registering our presence. 

“There you are... ,” | said, leaning over to give him 
another sip. 

“Thank you,” he said in a weak, hoarse voice. 

“Oh my God!” | exclaimed, jumping back. “He can talk!” 

“Of course | can talk,” he croaked. Even in his weakened 
state, he managed to sound offended. “I’m an educated 
monkey. My name is Ollie.” 

Although | was still freaked out, | bent down to help him 
sit up. My fingers brushed against the jagged, stumpy 
nubbins poking out of his shoulder blades. 

“Don’t mind those,” he explained, seeing the look of 
confusion on my face. “That’s just where my wings used to 
be. Before | cut them off.” 
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“We need to move,” Indigo said. “That post he was tied to 
was probably enchanted. They'll know that we freed him.” 

“Maybe we should leave the road,” | said. “We’re too 
exposed. If they're looking for us...” 

Indigo was shaking her head emphatically. “No,” she said. 
“The road leads to the Emerald City. That’s where we're 
going.” 

Ollie agreed. “We're in the wildest part of Munchkin 
Country,” he said. “Once we step off the road of yellow 
bricks, things get turned around. Directions stop making 
sense. We'll be lost in no time.” 

“You're going to the city, too?” | asked. 

Ollie nodded. “They say that the entrance to an 
underground tunnel is hidden somewhere in the city walls. 
The tunnel leads north, to where the rest of the Wingless 
Ones live. I’m going to find it.” 

“There are others like you? Without wings?” 

“Dorothy wanted to harness them,” Indigo snapped, her 
face suddenly red. “Make them her slaves. She wanted a 
thousand of them pulling her sicko flying monkey chariot. 
What else were they supposed to do?” 

It was good to see her mad, actually. At least anger can 
get you somewhere. | liked this Indigo better than the Indigo 
I'd been sitting with on the rock an hour ago, the Indigo who 
seemed like she’d just given up. | liked this Indigo better 
than the one who had been so terrified that she’d wanted to 
leave Ollie strung up by the side of the road. 


| just didn’t know what she was talking about. | looked at 
Ollie quizzically. 

“My people have always been used by those who are 
more powerful,” he began to explain. “Even before Dorothy 
rose to power, we were slaves to others. It’s part of our 
enchantment. The wings are vulnerable to magic; they 
make us easy to control. When we were freed from the 
witches we thought we would never have to serve anyone 
again. But then Dorothy came back. This time, some of us 
decided that the price of freedom was worth paying.” 

“So you cut off your wings,” | said. | couldn’t imagine that 
kind of sacrifice. | thought | understood it, though. 

“| would rather be free than fly,” Ollie said firmly. “Not all 
of my people agreed.” A look of pure disgust crested his 
face. “The ones who would be free went north, into hiding.” 

“Why are you here, then?” | asked. “Why aren’t you up 
north with them?” 

“I couldn’t leave them.” 

“Who?” | asked. 

He looked at the ground. “My parents,” he said. “My sister. 
They thought their wings were what made them special. So 
they stayed behind. Now they pull Dorothy’s chariot. | 
thought | could help them. | thought | could convince them. . 
..” He faltered, his voice breaking. 

“I guess Dorothy must not have liked that plan,” | said. 

Indigo was getting antsy. “We need to go,” she snapped. 
“We don’t have time for Oz History 101.” 

There was still so much more | wanted to ask Ollie, but 
Indigo was right. If everything they were telling me about 
Dorothy was true, we were asking for trouble just sitting 
around like this. 

“Can you make it?” | asked Ollie. “You still look pretty 
weak.” 

But Indigo was already marching ahead of us, her boots 
stomping against the brick road. Ollie shrugged and he and | 
followed a few paces behind, moving as quickly as we could. 


| was starting to get tired, not to mention hot. The sun, 
which had had an eerie, icy-blue tint to it back in Munchkin 
Country where I’d landed, was now a bright, fiery yellow, 
beating down on my skin. | could feel a bead of sweat 
forming at the base of my scalp. 

The sun had changed colors; it had gotten hotter. But it 
hadn’t actually moved: it was still hanging in exactly the 
same place, dead center in the sky, that it had been when 
I'd set out on my way. It didn’t show any signs of budging. 

“Is it just me, or has this day been really long?” | asked 
Ollie. 

He groaned. “The day’s as long as Dorothy wants it to be,” 
he said. “She controls the time around here. Sometimes it’s 
ages before she remembers to turn the hands on the Great 
Clock and make it night again. The princess gets distracted 
easily.” 

| shuddered. In addition to everything else, Dorothy 
controlled time itself. We kept walking. 

The girl took us all by surprise when she appeared in the 
middle of the road out of nowhere, blocking our way. She 
had dark hair and flawless, ivory skin, and was dressed in a 
silk sheath dress in emerald green, setting off huge green 
eyes. She must have been about my age, and she was more 
beautiful than any girl l’d ever seen before. She also had 
way more bling: strapped to her head was a tall gold crown 
that burned in the endless afternoon sunlight. Her ears were 
covered by giant, jewel-encrusted poppies that looked like 
really fancy earmuffs. 

As soon as they saw her, Indigo and Ollie dropped 
instantly to one knee. Indigo grabbed my arm and pulled me 
down with her. 

“Dearest people of Munchkin Country!” The girl was 
talking to us as if she were addressing a huge audience, 
except there was no one else here. “I am pleased to 
announce this auspicious day for all of Oz! A day when 
sadness bids its final farewell and joy begins its eternal 


reign! By royal order, under punishment of death, | hereby 
declare Happiness henceforth!” 

Indigo sighed in disgust and rose to her feet just as the 
girl was starting her speech all over again. It was like 
someone had set her on repeat. “Dearest people of 
Munchkin Country!” the girl cried again. 

“It gets me every time,” Indigo muttered. “Just ignore 
her,” she said, noticing my confused expression. “Come on.” 

“It’s not real,” Ollie explained, standing, too. “Just a 
recording. You come across them every now and then, to 
keep us in line. | bet it means we're getting closer to the 
Emerald City, though.” 

“Who is she?” | asked. “That’s not Dorothy. Is it?” 

“It’s Ozma. Oz’s true ruler,” Indigo said. “She’s still 
technically in charge, but no one’s seen the real Ozma 
outside the palace in ages. It’s always just these illusion 
things. Look.” 

She wound her arm up like a pitcher and went to slap the 
girl. Her hand passed easily through the princess’s head. 

“See? Fake. The rea/ Ozma doesn’t care about us 
anymore.” 

“lam pleased to announce this auspicious day for all the 
people of Oz!” Ozma kept babbling. 

Ollie looked away from the hologram like it hurt him to 
stare at her even a second longer, and then Indigo stepped 
right through her and we all just kept on walking. Ozma’s 
canned speech faded slowly away into the distance. 

“We waited a long time for a ruler like her.” Ollie sighed. 
“She was supposed to be in charge all along—she’s 
descended from the fairy who gave Oz its magic. But she 
was just a baby when the Wizard came here, and he didn’t 
want her getting in his way. So he sent her off somewhere. 
Then, when he left, he made the Scarecrow the king. That 
didn’t go well.” 

“The Scarecrow was evil, too? Like Dorothy?” | asked. | 
was having a hard time keeping track of all this, but 


something about it seemed important. 

“No,” he said, and then chuckled ruefully to himself. “Not 
then at least. He just wasn’t a very good king.” 

“He wanted to sit around the palace thinking all day,” 
Indigo cut in. “If you ask me, brains aren’t all they’re 
cracked up to be. Anyway, everything went to hell, until 
Ozma came back.” 

“Where was she that whole time?” 

“No one knows,” Ollie said. “She would never talk about it. 
But she has fairy blood, which meant she had a right to the 
crown. It’s deep magic—since she was finally of age, no one 
could do anything to take it away from her.” 

“Dorothy did,” | pointed out. 

“Not exactly,” Ollie said. 

“Ozma was in charge for a long time,” Indigo said. “Things 
were good with her. The best. The sun rose and set on time. 
There was magic everywhere. .. .” 

“The monkeys flew wherever they wanted while Ozma 
reigned,” Ollie interjected. 

“It was what Oz was supposed to be all along,” Indigo 
said. “The funny part is that when Dorothy came back, 
everyone was happy at first. She was a hero, you know. And 
nothing changed for a while, except that she moved into the 
palace. She and Ozma became friends. They did everything 
together. No one even minded when Ozma made her a 
princess, too. It seemed like she deserved it.” 

“And then?” 

“Then came the Happiness Decree. After that, we stopped 
seeing so much of Ozma. It was, like, all Dorothy all the 
time. Ozma was just... gone.” 

“You think Dorothy did something to her.” 

Indigo nodded. “I don’t know what,” she said. “But Ozma 
would never let this happen to Oz. She must have been 
tricked...or...” 

“Or she’s dead,” Ollie said. 


“No!” Indigo nearly shouted. “She can’t be dead. 
Dorothy’s not powerful enough. No one’s powerful enough. 
Once Ozma had the crown, nothing could take it away from 
her. It’s fairy magic—that’s the strongest there is. Nothing 
can break it. Nothing can kill her.” 

Ollie didn’t look so sure. “What if the magic’s gone?” he 
asked. Indigo didn’t answer him. 

The whole time they’d been giving me a primer on Oz’s 
history—which | still wasn’t sure | understood—we’d been 
walking, and now we had come to a wide, stagnant river. 
The water was mossy and still and rotten-smelling, and had 
a toxic green tint to it. At the muddy bank, a tangle of thick 
black vines twisted like snakes. 

Luckily, we didn’t have to swim through that muck: as it 
neared the water, the yellow bricks began to ascend, 
stretching up and out into the air in a meandering path. 
There was nothing supporting them—no cables or columns 
or beams—and the whole road swayed and fluttered back 
and forth like a ribbon in the wind. 

| gulped. “Are we supposed to cross that?” | asked. 
Heights weren't exactly my favorite thing. 

But the height was the least of our problems. 

“Monkeys,” Ollie breathed, pointing at the tiny silhouettes 
that swooped and dove against the newsprint-gray of an 
endless cloud that hovered just above the road. “They’re 
patrolling the bridge.” 

| laughed nervously. “Time to turn back, | guess.” But | 
knew we couldn’t. Where would we go? We had seen what 
there was to see back there. The only direction was straight 
ahead. 

Indigo looked up at the monkeys in thought. “I think we 
can make it past them,” she said. “I know a spell that might 
work.” 

“Wait,” | said. “You can do magic? You didn’t tell me that.” 

Indigo cocked her head and raised her eyebrows like she 
was offended. “My grandmother was a sorceress,” she said. 


“She may not have been as powerful as Glinda, but she 
taught me a thing or two. She would have taught me more, 
if Dorothy hadn’t banned it. But the Winged Ones are more 
susceptible to magic than almost anyone. | think a 
misdirection charm will get us past them.” 

She closed her eyes and raised her hands, moving her 
fingers in front of her in rapid, fluttery movements. | looked 
down at myself, waiting to see what would happen—was | 
going to turn invisible or something? But nothing changed. 

After a minute, Indigo opened her eyes. “I think we're 
good to go,” she said. “Just don’t talk. Don’t do anything 
that will attract attention.” 

“| don’t think it worked,” | said. 

“It worked. Misdirection’s not that powerful, but it will do 
the job. It won’t hide us from them totally; it just makes us 
easy to overlook. They’ll simply be distracted every time 
they look in our direction. Trust me.” 

The thing is, | was having a really hard time concentrating 
on what she was saying. But | got the idea. 

Crossing the flying road was like trying to walk on a 
breeze. It rippled and dipped and swayed back and forth, 
and every time you lifted your foot you had to wonder if 
there would be anything under it when you put it back 
down. 

Ollie was fine: he went scampering on ahead on all fours 
as easily as if we were still on solid ground. Indigo didn’t 
have too much trouble either. She was so squat and 
compact that it would take a wrecking ball to knock her 
over. But | was neither a monkey nor a Munchkin and | had 
to stretch my arms out at my sides and consider each step 
carefully. 

| didn’t look down. | just kept my eyes on the road; the 
bricks yellower than ever against the dull gray of the sky. 

Well, | tried to. Unfortunately, it’s hard to keep your eye 
trained on a moving target. Every time the narrow swath of 
road shifted, it revealed the water a million feet below us 


and still as menacing as ever. | didn’t know which would be 
worse: the fall, or what would be waiting for me underneath 
the surface of the nasty, slimy river. 

With every step, | wanted to panic. | wanted to sit down in 
the middle of the road and hug my legs to my knees and 
give up. But | didn’t do any of those things. 

Tornado or no tornado, a girl from Kansas doesn’t let much 
get to her. So | set my fear aside, put one foot in front of the 
other, and as the road carried me high into the sky, | felt 
myself becoming less and less afraid. | wasn’t going to let 
anything as stupid as a breeze or a few wobbly bricks knock 
me off my feet. 

That’s what it means to be from the prairie. It was 
something | had in common with Dorothy. 

| Knew exactly how high up | was when | felt my fingertips 
scraping clouds. 

After my dad left, my mom and | would watch Wheel of 
Fortune every night after dinner. | wasn’t very good at it, but 
my mom always guessed the answer before the 
contestants. At the end of each episode, Pat would thank 
their sponsors, and as he reminded us about the joys of 
Flying the Friendly Skies, an airplane would drift across the 
screen, bound for Sunny Aruba or Fabulous Orlando or 
wherever, floating in slow motion across a sunset-pink 
landscape of fluffy clouds. 

| didn’t like the idea of airplanes, and | didn’t really want 
to go to Orlando anyway. But I’d always wondered what it 
would be like to touch a cloud. 

Now | knew the answer to that, at least when it came to 
Oz clouds. It turned out they were just as soft and fluffy as 
they looked on Wheel of Fortune, as solid as cotton balls, 
but they were nothing you’d want to curl up and take a nap 
on. Every time my fingers grazed one, it sent an icy shock 
up my arm and down my spine into my toes. Some of them 
were as small as party balloons and others were as big as 


couch cushions, and soon they were so thick in the air that | 
had to swat them out of my path in order to keep moving. 

Meanwhile, | could hear monkeys screeching, getting 
louder and louder. They were so close that | could feel their 
wings flapping just inches above my head. Every now and 
then I'd hear a scream so loud it straightened my spine. The 
sour smell of monkey breath filled my nostrils. 

But Indigo’s spell had worked. They were close enough to 
touch, but the monkeys were ignoring me, acting like | 
wasn’t even there. 

Finally the road began to curl in on itself, rising up in a 
steep, tight coil until | came to the top and stepped onto a 
small, circular platform twice as wide around as a hula hoop. 
This was the top. | was so high up that even the monkeys 
were beneath me now. It was all downhill from here. 
Literally: on the far edge of the platform, the yellow road 
plunged back toward the ground at a steep, straight incline, 
the rough texture of the bricks suddenly slick and smooth. It 
was a Yellow Brick Slide. 

But that was nothing in comparison to the sight on the 
horizon. The Emerald City had come into view. Nothing lI’d 
seen so far had prepared me for it. It seemed to have come 
out of nowhere, just when | was least expecting it, and now 
that | was looking at it, it was hard to understand how it 
hadn’t been visible all along, with its swooping skyline that 
was so green it colored in the sky around it, and the palace 
with towers so high that they disappeared beyond the 
clouds. 

From up here, looking down on the city in the distance, 
you could almost forget everything that had gone wrong 
here. From up here, you could almost pretend that this was 
the Oz that should have been. 

But as much as | would have liked to have stayed up here 
forever with that fantasy, | knew the monkeys would spot 
me eventually if | didn’t keep moving. | gulped, looking 
down. Just pretend you're going down a waterslide at 


AquaLand, | told myself. It might have made me feel a little 
better if I’d ever actually been to AquaLand. My mom had 
never taken me. 

So | just took a deep breath, dropped to my butt, and 
reassured myself that going down had to be easier than 
coming up. If nothing else, it would be faster. | closed my 
eyes and pushed off. 

My stomach dropped as | hurtled downward, the wind 
whipping across my face and gaining speed every second. 
At first | was terrified, but after a minute, | inched my eyes 
open and saw the clouds whipping by as the ground 
approached at high velocity. Feeling a rush of exhilaration, | 
opened my mouth to whoop with joy and caught myself just 
in time to remember that the monkeys would hear me. 
Instead, | let out a quiet little squeal, grinning from ear to 
ear. 

| landed with a thump on solid ground, where Indigo and 
Ollie were waiting for me, both looking a little shaky. 

“That was actually sort of fun,” | said, scooping myself to 
my feet and dusting myself off. 

Indigo glared at me. Ollie looked away, and | instantly 
realized my mistake. He wasn’t thinking about the slide or 
the thrill of survival. He was thinking about the monkeys. 

| wondered how it had felt for him to be so close to his 
people and to not even be able to look at them. The 
monkeys weren't evil: they were slaves, and some of them 
had probably been his friends once. Were his parents and 
his sister up there somewhere? Had he recognized any of 
the voices that had cackled in his ears? 

“Ollie,” | said. “I’m sorry.” 

He shook his head like it was no big deal, but when he 
finally spoke, it was through gritted teeth and | could tell he 
was angry. Maybe not at me, but it didn’t really matter. 

“I would do anything to get them back,” he said quietly. 
“Is there anyone in your life like that? Anyone you’d do 
anything to help? No matter what?” 


“L...” | bit my lip and hesitated. There was a time when | 
would have said my mother. Now I wasn’t sure. | had tried to 
help her so many times, had done everything | could 
possibly think of, and none of it had worked. Not even a 
little. Now she was probably dead. “I don’t know,” | finally 
said, feeling my face flush with shame. 

He cocked his head like he didn’t believe me. It wasn’t the 
answer he had expected. 

Indigo just rolled her eyes. “I feel sorry for you,” she said. 
“I really do.” 

We didn’t say anything after that. We just trudged on 
ahead. 

But | couldn’t stop thinking about the question Ollie had 
asked me. | made a decision. A promise to myself. | couldn’t 
help my mother anymore. If l’d ever had a chance, it was 
long gone now. But if | ever had a chance to help the 
monkeys, | would take it. No matter what it cost me. It was 
the least | could do. Not for him, but for myself. Just to say | 
had someone. 

When the road turned a few minutes later we found 
ourselves in an apple orchard. The trees were lush and 
green in contrast to the icky cornfields. Huge, red apples 
dangled temptingly from their branches, shiny and juicy- 
looking. 

| stepped off the road, the grumbling in my stomach 
outweighing what I’d seen with the mutant corn. 

Star, still in my pocket, Knew what was up, too. She poked 
her nose out and chirped hungrily as | reached for a piece of 
fruit. 

For a split second | thought | saw the tree blink. | snatched 
my hand back. 

| looked at the talking monkey next to me, remembering 
that anything was possible here. “Did that tree just move?” 

“They talk, too, but they’ve taken a vow of silence.” 

“Voluntarily?” 


“The princess felt that their conversation ruined the apple- 
eating experience and was therefore a violation of the 
Happiness Decree.” 

“What about their happiness? The trees, | mean?” 

“I think we all realized a little too late that the only 
happiness that matters is Dorothy’s,” Indigo chimed in. 

Ollie looked at me. “I Know you want to, but you can’t.” 

“Is it poison? Or is it forbidden?” 

“It’s against the Happiness Decree. It’s not worth the 
risk,” Indigo said. 

“But we need to eat. And Ollie needs his strength. No one 
iS around.” 

| plucked two apples and nodded at the tree, meeting its 
sad eyes. “Thanks,” | said. | handed one to Ollie, who took it 
and examined it, unsure. 

The first bite melted in my mouth. It tasted like pie. Apple 
pie. Apple and cinnamon and sugar and butter all mosh- 
pitted around in my mouth. It was a magically delicious 
apple! Finally, something in Oz that was actually as cool as 
advertised. 

It was too good to last. I’d just taken another satisfying 
bite when | saw Indigo’s face go white. She pointed behind 
me and opened her mouth to say something. No sound 
came out. 

And then. 

It started to get dark. But it wasn’t the sun setting. The 
Sky was as sunny as ever. Instead, it was like the world 
around us was being covered in shadows, starting with the 
yellow road. Then the shadows began to rise up from the 
ground, curling and inflating and twisting into forms. They 
were taking on shapes. Shapes that looked oddly, eerily 
familiar to me. 

It was the Tin Woodman. He wasn’t alone. 
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| knew we were really in trouble when | saw that Indigo was 
too scared to even mutter an / told you so. She was just a 
little wall of fear with wide eyes. The color seemed to drain 
from her tattoos until they were just gray impressions on 
her skin. Ollie was shaking right down to the tip of his tail, 
the uneaten apple still in his hand. 

This Tin Woodman was not the Tin Woodman | 
remembered. By now | shouldn’t have expected anything 
different—nothing was the way it was supposed to be in 
Dorothy’s remade Oz. Still. | wasn’t prepared for what | was 
looking at now. 

He looked more like a machine that had been cobbled 
together out of spare parts, a hodgepodge of scrap metal 
and springs and machinery pieces all held together by 
screws and bolts. His long, spindly legs were a complex 
construction of rods and springs and joints, and bent 
backward at his ankles like a horse’s legs; his face was 
pinched and mean, with beady, flashing metal eyes and a 
thin, cylindrical nose that jutted out several inches from his 
face and ended in a nasty little point. His oversize jaw jutted 
out from the rest of his face in a nasty underbite, revealing 
a mess of little blades where his teeth should have been. 

| half remembered the Tin Woodman’s story. He had been 
a flesh-and-blood man until a witch had enchanted his ax to 
make him chop off pieces of his body one by one, and one 
by one he had replaced them with metal parts until that was 
all that was left of him. From what it looked like, he had 


been making improvements ever since. The only thing that 
was really familiar about him was the funnel-shaped hat he 
wore. | guess some things never change. 

Behind the Tin Woodman, four people in black suits 
materialized out of the shadows a moment after he did. 
They weren’t made of tin, but they weren’t exactly people 
either. Each of them was mostly flesh—with a few 
mechanical modifications. 

One of them had a silver plate bolted to his face where his 
mouth should have been; another was round and squat with 
huge copper ears the size of his entire head. The third was a 
girl, probably about my age, with a glinting sword in place of 
an arm. But it was the last one who was the creepiest: He 
was just a disembodied head grafted to the body of a 
bicycle, with two robotic arms where the handlebars should 
have been, the knuckles of his mechanized hands scraping 
the bricks on the road. 

“Run,” | said. It came out as more of a breath than a word. 
But no one moved. There was nowhere to run to, and 
anyway, | was so scared that my knees felt like they were 
made of jelly. 

| tried to smile my widest, most ass-kissing smile—the one 
| usually used on Dr. Strachan at school. When | 
remembered that it had never worked with him, | made it 
even wider. If anyone noticed, they didn’t mention it. 

“In the name of Ozma of Oz,” the Tin Woodman said 
grimly, his voice robotic and scratchy, “by order of Princess 
Dorothy, |I—the Tin Woodman of Oz, Grand Inquisitor of the 
Emerald Police and commander of the Tin Soldiers—hereby 
arrest you for crimes of treason.” 

He held out a piece of paper with a gold seal on it, and for 
the first time | got a look at his hands. A chill ran through 
my entire body. 

He had fingers like knives and needles, each one of them 
twisted into a slightly different shape. Like dentist tools. 


| had avoided cavities my entire life exactly because I’m 
not good with pain. My body tensed up, anticipating one of 
those sharp things pressing into my skin. 

“Treason?” | squeaked. 

At the Tin Woodman’s words, Ollie, who had been frozen 
at my side, suddenly came to his senses. He began to 
screech his ear-shaking monkey wail and he sprung into the 
air like he’d been shot from a slingshot. Hooking his tail onto 
the branch of the nearest apple tree, he used it to pull 
himself up into its leafy boughs. 

It all happened in an instant. | got one last glimpse of his 
tail as he swung into the next tree and then disappeared 
into the orchard completely. 

As he went, Bicycle-body reared on his hind wheel to 
chase after him but the Tin Woodman put up a calm hand. 
“Let him go,” he said. “The Lion knows the movements of all 
the beasts. He will take care of him. He won’t make it 
beyond the forest.” 

Ollie had gotten away. He had abandoned us, if you 
wanted to be technical about it, but | didn’t blame him. For a 
second, | almost wanted to cheer. | hoped he made it far, far 
away. 

| was happy about it, but Indigo and | didn’t have that 
option. And we were in big, big trouble. 

She had been right all along. There were consequences in 
Oz. Supersized consequences that didn’t fit the crime. If 
Ollie had been tied to a post for “sass,” then what would our 
punishment be? 

| wanted to tell her | was sorry. She had warned me— 
begged me, even—and | had ignored her. But was | sorry? 
Should | not have freed him? | didn’t think so. What else 
could | have done? 

It had been right to free Ollie. But was that what we were 
really being punished for? Her frozen face broke, and she 
collapsed to her knees, sobbing. 


“P-p-please,” she sputtered through her tears. “I was 
trying to help Dorothy. | was bringing the traitor to be 
interrogated! | swear! | just wanted to help! | can give you 
information!” 

She was betraying me. She had to, of course, and | didn’t 
blame her. This was on me, and if her pleading helped her 
then at least one of us would get out of this. 

| knew that, but still, it stung to listen to her selling me 
out. 

“Is that so, little one?” the Tin Woodman asked coldly. 
“You were delivering the outlander to your princess?” 


“Of course!” Indigo pleaded. “I love Dorothy more than 
words. Why would | ever betray her when she’s made me so 
happy?” 


| had to help her. Since | wasn’t from Oz and didn’t know 
all of Dorothy’s rules, maybe they’d be more lenient on me. 
| stepped forward. “She’s right. She had nothing to do with 
any of this.” 

Indigo glanced at me now. | think she seemed grateful, 
but it was hard to tell. 

The Tin Woodman looked her up and down for a second 
and then nodded to the man with the plate over his mouth. 
The plate slid open to reveal a spigot-like device that 
telescoped outward in Indigo’s direction. 

“What are you doing? | was the one who took the apple. | 
was the one who freed the monkey.” The words tumbled out 
wildly. Whatever the thing was that they were pointing at 
Indigo, it looked like it was going to hurt. 

He grumbled to himself, as if he didn’t owe me any 
explanation. “Save your confession for Dorothy, outlander. 
Loyalty is very important in Oz. The Munchkin must be 
punished for her cravenness.” 

“She just told you she’s been loyal to Dorothy.” 

“Perhaps. But she was not loyal to you. Either way, she is 
guilty of the crime.” 


“What are you talking about? You can’t have it both ways 
—either she’s guilty of being disloyal to Dorothy or she’s 
guilty of being disloyal to me.” 

“Indeed.” The Tin Woodman’s metal face somehow 
managed to look smug. “Now. For her punishment.” 

The gunlike nozzle extended from the Tin Soldier’s lips. It 
twisted and pivoted, adjusting itself as he put Indigo in his 
sights. She was heaving and shaking on her knees. 

“Run,” | said again. “Run!” | cried, willing her to get up. 
She didn’t listen. She didn’t even open her eyes. 

The Tin Soldier fired and the device made a popping 
sound. 

A tiny sigh of desperate relief escaped my lips when | saw 
what came shooting out of his mouth: a stream of iridescent 
bubbles. That was it? | wanted to laugh as the innocent- 
looking bubbles floated toward Indigo, zipping forward in a 
happy little stream. They began to swarm her like bees on 
honey. 

But instead of popping when they touched her, they clung 
to her clothes and skin. She swatted at them frantically but 
it was no use. They didn’t budge. My eyes widened in horror 
as the bubbles began to melt into her flesh. 

| made a move forward to help her—to do anything—but 
before | could get to her, Sword-Arm’s blade snapped out at 
me. She pressed it tight against my jugular. 

“I’m sorry!” | told Indigo. “I’m sorry.” 

She looked at me then. “No. You were right. Please help 
us,” she said. “You’re from the Other Place. You’re like her. 
You can do something.” 

A calm look came across her face—too calm. Like, good- 
bye calm. Then the bubbles covered her face, too. 

As they merged with her body, her tattoos separated from 
her skin and slipped off her, the ink puddling in a shiny, 
mercurial mass. Indigo was melting. 

She was barely recognizable now. She was just a big lump 
of sticky, pinkish flesh, her arms and legs only barely 


discernible as limbs, her features only little misshapen blots 
where her face should have been. 

“Make it stop,” | begged, still crying. “Please. | didn’t 
mean to—l didn’t know. She shouldn’t pay for what | did. 
Please.” 

“I hate to burst your bubble,” the Tin Woodman said with 
a sly grin, “but ignorance is no excuse. You can tell the 
whole story to Dorothy. The princess is . . . curious about 
you.” 

Pop! 

All | could see of what had been Indigo was a red splatter 
of bone and blood where she had knelt just a few seconds 
ago. | felt myself gagging, but nothing came up. | leaned 
over, hands on my knees, trying to get a breath. 

She had painstakingly written the history of the world on 
her body so that it would live on. And the Tin Woodman and 
his goons had just erased her with the push of a button. 

“It’s very messy, but we find it’s a deterrent,” the Tin 
Woodman said. 

This place was insane. He was insane. | thought they’d 
given him a heart—how had he become this? 

“Now as for you,” | heard him saying. It sounded like he 
was talking to me from the end of a long tunnel. “The 
princess is very interested to meet the girl who dropped out 
of the sky. 

“Take her,” he told his men. | didn’t resist as they grabbed 
me. | didn’t say anything. | cou/dn’t say anything. 

Everything went black. | became a shadow, like them. 
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We were standing in the middle of the road and then we 
weren’t. The world blurred before me for a second in a swirl 
of colors. | blinked hard, trying to keep from getting dizzy, 
and when | opened my eyes again, | was standing on a 
glossy marble floor. 

| looked up. The Tin Woodman and his metallic backup 
band were standing beside me. We must have traveled by 
magic. 

The room we were in was the biggest I’d ever been in. It 
was bigger than my high school auditorium that doubled as 
a gym, and, where there should have been a ceiling, an 
ever-shifting kaleidoscope of rainbows formed a majestic 
dome, casting a shower of vivid colors down upon the pair 
of gold-and-emerald thrones that sat majestically on a 
raised dais. 

On every wall, stained-glass windows seemed to tell a 
story. | knew most of it already: it was the story of Dorothy. 

There was Dorothy’s house in the cyclone. Dorothy 
walking down the road of yellow bricks, arm in arm with her 
famous friends. Dorothy facing off with the Wicked Witch of 
the West. They all went on like that. The last panel showed 
Dorothy kneeling, as a girl | recognized as Ozma placed a 
crown on her head. 

But where was the one that explained what happened 
after that? 

“Don’t speak until spoken to,” the Tin Woodman was 
saying brusquely, and | realized that he was talking to me. 


“And don’t look Her Highness directly in the eye.” 

| felt nauseous. He had just killed my friend, and now he 
was giving me an etiquette lesson. 

| had never seen anyone die before. I’d thought it would 
leave me scared, but now all | wanted to do was fight. More 
than anything | wished to put my fist through the Tin 
Woodman’s face. Or worse. 

But | was no match for him, let alone him and his whole 
death squad. If I tried to lift a finger against any of them, | 
knew that the last thing | would see was one of Dorothy’s 
sick, sad, phony rainbows. It wasn’t worth it. 

The Tin Woodman either didn’t notice my anger or didn’t 
care. He was too busy lecturing me: “And for heaven's sake, 
stand up straight. The princess deserves respect.” With that, 
he overcorrected his own already perfect posture and 
frowned at something on his metallic arm. 

It was bubble splatter. Indigo splatter. | swallowed hard, 
fighting my gag reflex as he used a little blade from his 
Swiss Army fingertip to scrape it away with a look of private 
satisfaction. 

Just then, a flourish of trumpets began to play out of 
nowhere. The Tin Woodman and his men bowed down 
awkwardly—all except the one on wheels who just bowed 
his head. Their metal limbs creaked as they kneeled. | 
rushed to kneel along with them. | kept my eyes trained 
steadily on the ground. 

With a few clicks, her shoes appeared right under my 
nose. 

They were bright-red high heels, at least six inches tall 
and made from the shiniest leather I’d ever seen. Or maybe 
they weren't shiny, exactly. They didn’t reflect the light as 
much as they seemed to shine from within. 

| heard a thumping sound beside me. It was coming from 
the metal shell that was the Tin Woodman. 

“Well, look who we have here,” a sharp voice said. “Go 
ahead. Stand up.” 


| took a breath and rose slowly to my feet to face the 
owner of the shoes. She was both exactly and nothing like | 
could have imagined. 

This was not the same girl I’d read about. She was 
wearing the dress, but it wasn’t the dress exactly—it was as 
if someone had cut her familiar blue-checked jumper into a 
million little pieces and then put it back together again, only 
better. Better and, okay, a little bit more revealing. Actually, 
more than a little bit. Not that | was judging. 

Instead of farm-girl cotton it was silk and chiffon. The cut 
was somewhere between haute couture and French hooker. 
The bodice nipped, tucked, and lifted. There was cleavage. 

Lots of cleavage. 

Dorothy’s boobs were out to here, her legs up to there. 
Her face was smooth and unblemished and perfect: her 
mouth shellacked in plasticky crimson, her eyes impeccably 
lined in silver and gold. Her eyelashes were so long and full 
that they probably created a breeze when she blinked. It 
was hard to tell how old she was. She looked like she could 
have been my age or years older. She looked immortal. 

She had her hair pulled into two deep chestnut waves that 
cascaded down her shoulders, each one tied with red 
ribbon. Her piercing blue eyes were trained right on me. | 
knew | was supposed to look down, like the Tin Woodman 
had instructed. Instead, | found myself falling into her gaze. 
| couldn’t help it. 

Her eyes didn’t look evil. They looked curious and almost 
kind. Like she was just trying to figure me out. She was so 
pretty that it was hard to imagine she was responsible for 
Indigo’s death or any of the other atrocities I’d been told 
were her fault. 

As we stood there, face-to-face, the Tin Woodman creaked 
back up from his bow and began to speak. 

“In the name of Ozma of Oz,” he said. “By order of 
Princess Dorothy, I, the Tin Woodman of Oz, Grand Inquisitor 
of the Emerald Police, present—” 


Without looking away from me, Dorothy flicked a 
flawlessly manicured hand at him and he shut right up. She 
cut him off in a bored voice. “Let me get a look at her. What 
is your name?” 

“Amy Gumm.” My voice came out louder than | had 
expected. It sounded like it belonged to someone else. 

| tried to inhale as shallowly as possible as she walked ina 
Slow circle around me, the heels of her shoes clack-clack- 
clacking against the green marble floor. 

As she examined me, | noticed out of the corner of my eye 
that while Il’d been focused on Dorothy, two more people 
had entered the room. 

| knew them both instantly. In one of the thrones—the 
larger one—sat the girl | recognized from the hologram—or 
whatever it was—back on the road. It was Ozma, looking 
dazed and vacant. Her eyes were open but no one was 
home. | wondered if this was really her or if she was just 
another illusion. 

At Ozma’s side stood a tall thin man dressed in a baby- 
blue, one-size-too-small suit. Beneath a small hat, bits of 
straw and yarn stuck out in every direction. His face was a 
Skein of tightly pulled burlap with two unnervingly lifelike 
buttons sewn on in place of eyes. His lips were thin lines of 
embroidery stitched in pinkish-brown yarn underneath a 
painted on red triangle for a nose. His buttons were fixed 
right on me. 

A chill shot through my body. It was the Scarecrow. Like 
the Tin Woodman, he had been twisted and warped into 
something | hardly recognized. 

“Now, Amy,” Dorothy was saying. “This is very, very 
important—and | need you to be completely honest with 
me.” She casually began to amble over to the empty throne 
next to Ozma’s, where she sat, tossed her head, and 
crossed her legs. 

If | hadn’t read the story, | wouldn’t believe that she had 
ever lived on a farm. She had shed that girl long ago and 


A 


replaced it with a poised, haughty princess. Her neck 
stretched upward as if she were searching for the perfect 
light. Her voice was perky, but there was a threat lurking 
somewhere in there, too. 

| steeled myself for whatever she was going to ask, 
getting the distinct impression that she would be able to see 
through any lie. 

“What do you think of my hair?” she demanded. She ran a 
long red nail through one of her curls. 

She had to be kidding. 

“Well?” she asked. 

She wasn’t kidding. My life was about to be judged by how 
sincerely | delivered a trivial compliment. 

Luckily, | had a lot of practice with humoring popular girls. 
Madison Pendleton had taught me well. 

“It’s so pretty,” | said sweetly. “And so shiny!” | added for 
good measure when she looked unconvinced. 

Dorothy smiled and clapped her hands together and 
leaned over to Ozma with an expression of deep 
confidentiality. “Ozma likes my hair, too,” she said in a stage 
whisper. Ozma just stared straight ahead with an 
unchanging expression. 

Feeling like | was on a roll, | decided to keep going. Maybe 
flattery would get me somewhere—for instance, the hell out 
of here. “Vve read tons about you. | saw the movie like a 
million times.” 

Dorothy beamed. “Really? What do you mean?” 

“Oh, you know,” | replied shakily. “You’re, like, an icon 
where | come from.” 

Suddenly she narrowed her eyes at me. “And where, 
exactly, is that?” she asked. 

“Kansas,” | said. “The United States.” 

Her face instantly darkened. “Kansas,” she said slowly. 
“You're from Kansas.” 

“You’ve heard of it?” | asked, a hint of unwise sarcasm 
creeping into my voice. | knew it was the wrong thing to say, 


but | couldn’t help myself. It’s my greatest weakness: | 
never can. 

“And how did you get here from Kansas, Miss Gumm?” she 
said sharply. 

“Well...” 

She arched an overplucked eyebrow and cocked her head, 
waiting for my answer. In my pocket, | felt Star wriggling, 
and | squeezed her tightly, hoping that she would get the 
message to calm down. | had a pretty good feeling the 
princess wouldn’t take kindly to the fact that | had brought a 
rodent into her royal court. 

Star cooled it, thank goodness, but she had momentarily 
distracted me and now Dorothy was waiting for her answer. 
She cleared her throat testily. “What brought you here, Miss 
Gumm. Don’t make me repeat myself.” 

| knew | should have made up a lie. But what was the 
point now? | had a feeling they knew more about me than 
they were letting on anyway. It was probably the only reason 
| was alive and Indigo wasn't. 

“A tornado,” | said, mustering a smile. 

The hairs on the back of my neck were standing at 
attention. Inside the pocket of my hoodie, | felt Star 
quivering. | was pretty sure they didn’t know about her at 
least. 

“Why you little... /iar,” Dorothy spat. “How dare you!” 

| opened my mouth to lie—an actual lie this time. To say 
that no, | hadn’t come from Kansas at all. 

It was too late. Dorothy’s face was burning with aggrieved 
rage. “I am the only one. There can only be one.” 

My gut twisted. | understood. We had the same story. It 
was like we were wearing the same dress to the prom. Only 
it wasn’t a party. Dorothy thought her landing here was fate 
—that it made her special. Another girl from Kansas meant 
that it was just a regular occurrence and that she wasn’t 
special at all. Or-—worse—that | was here to take her place. 


| did my best to scramble, trying not to trip over my 
words. “Your Highness, I’m just a regular girl from Kansas. 
lm nothing like you. You're a princess. Look at you. Me, I’m 
not interested in that. | just want to be myself—l’d never 
want anything that you have.” 

| was only trying to placate her, but as | spoke the words | 
realized they were true. | didn’t want anything Dorothy had. 
| didn’t want to be anything like her. 

Dorothy hooted in derision. “More lies! If you come from 
where | come from, all you do is want. And if you had even 
the smallest taste of what | have, you would never stop 
wanting.” 

She tapped the tip of one of her shoes as if to illustrate 
her point. “There can only be one,” she repeated through 
gritted teeth. 

Dorothy rose to her feet. Her face was pinched with barely 
suppressed fury. “Take her away,” she said. 

The Scarecrow turned to her. “Your Highness,” he said ina 
calm, soothing voice. “Maybe we should let the Tin 
Woodman review the charges against her first?” 

The Tin Woodman pulled out his stupid piece of paper and 
cleared his throat to read aloud. But Dorothy wasn’t having 
it. 

“Take her away!” Her scream reverberated up through the 
room, ringing in my ears. Her face had turned a deep red, 
and her fists were clenched so tight at her sides that they 
were vibrating. 

My legs buckled inward. | felt like | was watching the 
whole scene unfold from somewhere far away. From my 
new, distant vantage, | searched myself, looking for any 
shred of the strength and anger and stubbornness that had 
always served me so well. For any secret weapon buried 
deep within that could help me out of this. 

| found nothing. | collapsed to my knees, shaking. 

No one else in the room even flinched. “Amy Gumm of 
Kansas,” the Tin Woodman said calmly, “you will be tried for 


your crimes of treason one week from today... .” 

For the first time, Ozma acted on her own accord, letting 
out a high, lilting giggle. Dorothy’s eyes were still drilling 
through me. 

‘If found guilty,” the Tin Woodman said, “you will be 
sentenced to a Fate Worse Than Death.” 


My prison cell was a perfect cube, all white, without a speck 
of dirt anywhere. The walls were white limestone, freshly 
scrubbed, and the tiny bed in the corner was all white, too. 

As soon as the Tin Woodman had slammed the cell door 
behind me after shoving me inside, the door had simply 
disappeared, like it had never existed. | pressed myself 
against the cool, smooth surface of the wall where it had 
just been, searching for a crevice, a seam, any sign at all 
that there was a way out—that there had ever been a way 
in. | didn’t find anything. 

There was, however, a window in the room. It was no 
bigger than a foot wide, and it neatly framed a little swatch 
of the starry night sky. So Dorothy must have finally decided 
to let the sun set after all. When | stood on my tiptoes, the 
glittering green vista of the Emerald City was barely visible, 
poking up into the blackness. 

To get to this dungeon, I’d been escorted down what had 
felt like hundreds of stairs. It seemed impossible that there 
could be a window all the way down here, deep in the 
bowels of the palace. But there it was. 

It had to be magic. Was it the stairs that were just an 
illusion, or the window? And why was there a window in here 
anyway? It seemed unlikely that my captors would care 
whether or not | was comfortable. 

Well, it was clean. And there was a view. That comprised 
the entirety of my prison’s luxuries. When | sat down on the 


bed in the corner, | found it hard as stone. That’s because 
there was no mattress to speak of: the bed felt like stone 
because it was stone. 

| sat there trying to think of what | was going to do next 
while at the same time trying to suppress my mounting 
sense of panic. Meanwhile, Star was investigating, sniffing 
the walls, clawing at the floor, probably searching for an exit 
or maybe just something to eat. She wasn’t having any luck 
on either count. When she saw that | was awake, she 
abandoned her quest and jumped up onto the bed next to 
me. 

| tried to keep my eyes open. | could sleep when | was 
dead, and if | didn’t want that particular sleep to come very 
soon, | had to find a way out. 

But | was too exhausted. | didn’t even really know how 
long I'd been awake for. Before | knew it, | was out. 


When | woke up, the sky outside my window was still dark. 
For how long? | wondered. Dorothy controlled the sun in the 
sky. According to Indigo, she basically controlled time itself 
around here. How was | ever going to escape power like 
that? 

“Star,” | said, “we are completely and totally screwed.” On 
top of everything else, | was becoming one of those people 
who talked to their pets. 

I'd barely been here a day, and | was already starting to 
feel insane. 

In desperation, Knowing it would do me no good, | stood 
and banged my fist against the wall until it was throbbing 
with pain. | tried to move the bed to the window, but it was 
rooted in place. When that didn’t work, | jumped up and 
tried to grip the edge of the window to hoist myself onto the 
ledge. 

| just hung there limply. | had never been an athlete and, 
unfortunately, | was never going to become one. Even under 
pressure of death. 


| screamed. | screamed until my throat hurt. | didn’t get so 
much as an echo in response. It was like the walls absorbed 
everything | could throw at them. 

My whole body felt like one big bruise, but none of this 
was doing any good. | was just wasting energy. 

| lay down on the bed to think and soon | was asleep 
again. 

When | woke up and saw that the moon was still shining 
through the window, | finally realized why they had put the 
window in here in the first place. It was there to make me go 
crazy. To keep me guessing about how long | had been here, 
to give me hope that there was some way out. 

| turned around with a start at the sound of a key in the 
door. Wait—what door? But then it was there again: a thin 
black line began to appear out of nowhere, a black rectangle 
that drew itself along the blank white wall. Even after all this 
| still felt a little thrill at seeing magic in action. 

But then the door began to swing open and that thrill was 
instantly gone. | wasn’t sure who wanted in, but, whoever it 
was, | knew it wouldn’t be anyone good. 

| was on my feet, my fists clenched. If | was going down, | 
was going down fighting. 

The face | saw a moment later as the door disappeared 
into the wall was so unexpected that it took me a beat to 
put it into context. | shuffled his features around in my head 
like a puzzle, trying to place them. 

He stepped into the room, and instantly | recognized his 
Shaggy hair and glowing green eyes. 

It was the boy who'd never told me his name. The one 
who'd saved my life back at the pit. 

“You!” | exclaimed, my balled fists unballing and my spine 
relaxing. For the first time in—literally—I didn’t know how 
long, | let myself entertain the thought of hope. He had 
saved me once. Was he here to save me again? 

The boy just put a finger to his lips and waved toward the 
window. That’s when I noticed the crows for the first time. 


There were several of them, all perched on the window 
ledge on the other side of the glass, peering in. 

One of the birds cocked its head. The thing had ears— 
human ears, grafted awkwardly to either side of its head. A 
second passed, and the crow next to the first one cawed 
loudly, staring at me. It blinked, once, twice, with big human 
eyelids. 

| cried out in frightened surprise, but the boy rapped 
against the glass a few times and they disappeared into the 
night. 

“You have to watch out for them,” he explained. “They’re 
called Overhears. The Scarecrow makes them in his lab. 
They’re spies, but the good part is that they’re pretty stupid. 
It’s ironic, really—the one thing he hasn’t figured out is how 
to give them brains. They can see you and hear you, but 
they’re too dumb to understand anything, so they’re not so 
good at reporting any of it back. If you’re careful around 
them, they’re mostly harmless. Another one of his failed 
experiments.” 

“Who are you?” | asked. Here he was, acting like just 
waltzing in here was no big deal. And he wasn’t making any 
moves to save me. Maybe | shouldn’t trust him. 

“Sorry. | guess | never introduced myself. I’m Pete,” he 
said. “You don’t have to whisper now that they’re gone, 
though.” 

Pete? The name sounded too ordinary for him. Anyway, 
while it was useful to finally know his name, it wasn’t really 
what I’d been asking. 

| wanted answers. “No.” | said it firmly, placing a stiff 
period carefully at the end of the word. “Who are you 
meaning why are you here? Meaning, what do you want 
with me? Meaning, how did you get in here? Meaning, who 
the fuck are you?” 

Without meaning to, | was screaming. | hoped the 
Overhears were long gone by now. 


Pete rolled onto his heels, taken aback by my outburst, 
but he answered my questions calmly. 

“I’m Pete,” he said again. “I’m here because | know that 
you can go crazy down here with no one to talk to, and | 
don’t want you to go crazy. So | lifted a key. | work in the 
palace.” Pete glanced nervously over at Star, who glared at 
him from underneath the bed. She didn’t trust him either. 
“Im here to keep you company. For as long as | can, at 
least.” 

Nothing about this story made any sense. How had he 
found me at the exact moment I’d landed in Oz? How had 
he found out | was down here? If | was in a magicked prison 
cell with no door, how had he just “lifted” a key? He was 
definitely not telling me everything. Which led me to my 
next question: Was he really on my side? 

“You work in the palace?” 

“l'm a gardener.” 

“So you work for her then.” 

He might as well have been the window, for all the good 
he did me. Simply another thing to torture me with false 


hope. 
Unless he wasn’t here to give me hope at all. 
“I’m just a gardener,” he said. “I work for the head 


gardener. The head gardener works for the royal steward. 
I’ve never spoken to Dorothy.” 

He was lying. There was no question in my mind: his eyes 
were too big and luminous. You couldn’t hide anything 
behind eyes like those. 

And yet... he had already saved me once. Why would he 
have done that if he was working for Dorothy? 

Pete slumped against the wall. | hadn’t moved from my 
defensive position in the corner. “Should | go?” he asked. He 
looked, in that moment, just like a little kid. “I really didn’t 
mean to upset you. | thought it would help.” 

“If you go,” | said, “I'll kill you.” 

| only said it because | was angry. But it gave me an idea. 


Without warning, | lunged for him and grabbed him by the 
throat before he could react. | shoved my knee into his 
groin. Pete’s mouth widened into a perfect O of shock. | 
didn’t think | would be able to take him in a fight, but he 
might not know that. If | scared him enough, maybe he 
would think | was more dangerous than | really was. 

It worked, | think. At least, he didn’t resist. 

“Give me the key,” | said. 

“You can take it, if that’s what you want,” he said. “lIl give 
it to you. But it won’t do you much good. It’s not just the 
lock that’s keeping you down here. The moment the cell’s 
unoccupied, all the alarms will sound. They'll know you're 
gone; they'll catch you before you can make it three feet, 
and they'll throw you right back in here. That’s if you’re 
lucky. More likely, they’ll skip the trial and just send you 
straight to the Scarecrow. Trust me—if you think this is bad, 
that’s worse.” 

| cocked my head. | thought about loosening my grip on 
his neck. Instead, | tightened it and nudged my knee 
forward an inch. He grimaced, but didn’t say anything. 

“If | take the key and leave you here in my place, the cell 
won’t be unoccupied. No alarms, then.” 

At that, Pete raised his eyebrows in surprise. Maybe he 
hadn’t expected me to be desperate enough to trade my 
freedom for his. Honestly, | was a little surprised myself. 

Still, that was all the reaction | got. “You could,” he said 
calmly. “If that’s the way you want to play it. It still wouldn’t 
do you any good. We’re deep underground here, and the 
entrances to the dungeons are always guarded. You might 
get out of the cell, but you still have to get past the guards.” 

“It’s worth the risk.” 

“Maybe. Maybe not.” 

He was right, of course. | felt defeat seeping in through 
every pore. It was useless. | dropped my hold on him and 
walked over to my so-called bed where | perched myself on 
the edge and buried my face in my hands. 


“Hey,” he said. | felt his hand on my shoulder and looked 
up to see him standing over me. “If it means anything to 
you, I’ve been trying to think of a way to get you out of 
here. | can’t find one. You're too important to Dorothy—it’s a 
miracle | managed to get the key and sneak down here at 
all. But l'Il find a way, okay? | still have a few tricks up my 
sleeve.” 

“Why?” | asked, my eyes suddenly pooling with tears. 
“Why are you trying to help me?” 

He flipped his palms to the ceiling as if to say, Why not? 
“Because it’s the right thing?” 

He sat next to me on the bed, keeping a safe distance 
between us. 

| rolled my eyes. “No one does anything because it’s the 
right thing,” | said. 

“You do.” 

“| do?” 

Maybe that was true, but even if it was, how would he 
know it? We’d known each other for all of twenty minutes 
total. 

“You do,” Pete said, this time with emphasis. “Except 
when you threatened to kill me, that is.” 

| had to laugh at that. 

“But | didn’t actually kill you, so it doesn’t count.” 

“Seriously,” he said. “Everyone in the palace has been 
whispering about Dorothy’s latest prisoner. | knew it had to 
be you. The girl | rescued from the tin farm. Ever since | saw 
you, | just had a feeling. | feel responsible for you.” 

Only then did it occur to me that this was the first time I'd 
ever had a boy in my bed. The circumstances were less than 
ideal. 

Not that it mattered at a time like this. | was trapped ina 
cell in a strange kingdom, facing an inevitable sentence of a 
Fate Worse Than Death. It wasn’t the moment to be 
Shopping for a boyfriend. 


“How did you know | would be there?” | asked. “When my 
trailer crashed by the pit. If you work all the way over here 
in the palace, how did you know | was there? | mean, you 
got there right in the nick of time. Any later and I’d have 
fallen in.” 

“| just had a feeling,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I just—l 
don’t know. It was just like someone was calling me there, 
so | went.” 

Part of me didn’t care that he was obviously still lying. 
He’d been right—after all the hours locked away in here, all 
alone, it really did help just to have him sitting next to me. 
Just to hear another human voice, to be able to ask a 
question and get an answer back, even if it wasn’t the right 
answer. 

Then that faraway, distracted look crossed his face again, 
the same look I’d seen him get the day | met him, just 
before he left me. It was the look of someone trying to place 
a distant tune that only he could hear. 

His body seemed to flicker in and out, to grow hazy 
around the edges, but it was so faint | couldn’t be sure it 
wasn’t my imagination. It reminded me of the hologram of 
Ozma we'd seen on the road. 

He stood up abruptly. This time, | thought | knew what was 
coming. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have to go.” 

“Why... ?” | asked. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “lIl try to help you if | can.” 
Then, before | could protest, before | could even stand to 
say good-bye, he had pulled a big brass key from the pocket 
of his loose, white gardener’s pants. He walked across the 
cell in three quick strides and plunged it into a space in the 
wall where there was no keyhole. The stone rippled around 
it like he’d just dropped a pebble in a pond. 

The door appeared. He pushed it open. 

“Pete,” | said. My voice cracked unexpectedly as | said it. | 
just wanted him to look at me. He didn’t. He stepped out, 
the door sealed up, and | was alone again. 


EAEVEN 


After that, | really lost track of time. | slept, | sat, | slept 
some more and forced down the disgusting bowls of 
porridge that would now and then, without warning, 
materialize on the ever-pristine floor of my prison. 

| looked out the enchanted, evil window. Sometimes it was 
night and sometimes it was day. When the moon was out, | 
tried to judge the passage of time by its phases, but it was 
no use. It would be full one moment and a thin thumbnail 
crescent the next, and then—when | turned away and 
looked for it again—gone entirely. 

| wasted about fifteen minutes trying to play hide-and- 
seek with Star, but it was pointless. There was no place to 
hide except under the bed, and anyway, only Star was small 
enough to fit down there. 

With nothing to do except think, my mind kept returning 
to my mother. | was ashamed of myself for how little I’d 
thought about her since I’d come to Oz, but now | couldn’t 
stop wondering whether she had made it through the 
tornado, about whether she was searching for me or 
whether she was laid up somewhere, drunk or stoned or 
whatever else. 

If there was even a chance she was out there, looking for 
me or hoping I|’d make it home okay, then | couldn’t give up. 
I'd made a promise to myself that I'd do anything to help 
Ollie and his family, thinking that my mother was beyond 
my help—but now | realized that, no matter how far away 


my mother was, no matter how far gone she might be, | 
would always feel a sense of obligation to her. 

Then again, it’s not like | was in much of a position to help 
anyone right now. Honestly, | could use a little help myself. 


After two or three days—|I think, but who knew?—Pete came 
to me again. 

“| don’t have long,” he said, stepping through the door. 
His voice was strained with uncharacteristic panic. “Your 
trial is tomorrow,” he said. “The news is all over the palace.” 

| sat up in bed with a start. | had been down here so long 
now that I’d nearly forgotten | had a trial coming up at all. 
The wild look in Pete’s eyes reminded me that, as bad as 
things were, they could still get worse. 

“What exactly does a trial entail?” | asked, still holding out 
some irrational hope that maybe | could be exonerated. 

He shook his head and looked down at his hands. 

“Just tell me,” | said. “Maybe there’s some trick to it. 
Things like that always work in fairy tales.” 

“Do you honestly think this is a fairy tale?” Pete asked. 

“Just tell me what to expect.” 

He sighed, finally relenting. “Her Royal Highness’s 
kangaroo court. It’s a total joke,” he said. “I think the only 
reason she bothers with trials at all is because she likes 
wearing the big white wig. Once you go to trial, you’re 
already as good as guilty. | don’t think there’s ever been a 
not-guilty verdict as long as the court’s been in existence.” 

In the face of my impending Fate Worse Than Death 
sentence, | found that | was surprisingly calm. Maybe it just 
didn’t seem real. 

“So what do | do?” | asked. 

Pete looked at his hands. He tousled his hair, and then 
looked back at me in sheepish apology. “We could make a 
break for it,” he said. “Maybe with two of us, we could fight 
our way past the guards.” 


We both knew what a dumb idea it was. “That will just get 
us both killed,” | said. “What’s the point of that?” 

“Yeah,” he said. “I know.” 

“What about magic? | mean, this is Oz, right? Isn’t there 
some spell that would work? It doesn’t even have to be a 
good one.” 

He shook his head. “I never learned to do magic,” he said. 
“I was never good at it, and no one ever thought it was 
important for a gardener to learn, especially once Dorothy 
made it illegal for anyone except her and her friends to 
practice it. | wouldn’t even be able to cast a simple 
extinguishing spell without it setting off the magical alarms 
and going on trial myself.” 

“What about someone else? Do you know anyone who 
would give you, like, some kind of mystical trinket or 
something? | mean, | don’t know .. .” 

“| thought of that. | talked to every illegal practitioner | 
could think of and none of them will help. It’s too risky. 
Anyway, | doubt anything like that would work down here. 
There are anti-magic wards everywhere in the dungeons. 
You'd have to be really powerful to break through them. 
Like, Glinda powerful.” 

“Some magic shoes would really come in handy right 
about now, huh?” | said. 

“Seriously. Maybe .. .” He stopped himself. 

“Maybe what?” 

“It’s nothing. It’s just—there might be one more person 
who...” 

“Who?” | asked eagerly. 

“No,” he said. “It would never...” 

“Who?” 

He spoke with finality this time. “No. It won’t ever work.” 

“Please,” | said. “Whatever you can do. Please just try.” 

Pete nodded. “Okay,” he said. “lIl ask. But it’s a long shot. 
It’s the longest shot.” 


We were both quiet. | scraped my nails absently along the 
stone walls next to my bed, trying to make a mark. Any 
mark. It was like with Indigo’s tattoos. We all had our ways 
of saying / was here. 

“Listen,” Pete said. “Amy.” 

| jerked my head up. “Yeah?” 

He pulled something out of his pocket and stepped over to 
me. 

“It’s not much. But maybe you can do something with 
this.” From out of his pocket, he drew a small kitchen knife, 
and pressed it into my hand. 

He was right. It wasn’t much. But it was something, and 
he was giving it to me. 

“Thank you,” | said. | leaned up to his face and kissed him 
solemnly on the cheek. 

“I’m sorry | can’t do more.” 

“I will make it,” | said firmly. At this point, | didn’t really 
feel like | had any choice but to keep believing that. Then | 
remembered one more thing. Something important. “Wait,” 
| said. And | ducked under the bed to retrieve Star. 

ld hated her from the moment my mother brought her 
home. l’d hated the responsibility of taking care of 
something that | never asked for, and I’d hated the way my 
mother seemed to care more about a rodent than she did 
about me. Or, she had cared about her until she’d stopped 
caring. Star and | were kind of in the same boat that way. 

An unexpected well of emotion opened up somewhere 
behind my ribs. She had been a faithful companion since I’d 
gotten here. She was the last thing | had left to connect me 
to where | came from. And she had been a good friend. Even 
if she couldn’t talk. 

| cupped her furry body in my palms and gave her one last 
kiss on the forehead. 

“Take her for me,” | said. “Keep her safe for me.” 

| had hated her and now didn’t want to let her go. Star 
was not so sentimental. She crawled from my hands and 


into Pete’s without looking back at me. 

“Great,” he said. “Just what I’ve always wanted. A rat.” 

| smiled. “Just do it.” 

He lifted her up to his face and let her lick him. “Fine. I'll 
take her,” he said. “But I’m not keeping her forever. Just 
until you’re safe and you can take her back.” He dropped 
her into the breast pocket of his shirt and she squealed 
happily. 

“Go,” | said, giving him permission so he wouldn’t have to 
ask. 

“I don’t... ,” he said. 

“Just go. l'Il be okay. But if you know anyone who owes 
you a miracle...” 

“PIL see what I can do,” Pete said. 

He placed his key in the wall. The door opened. | watched 
him go. 


TWELVE 


| was ready for them when they came for me the next day. | 
had paced my cell all night making plans, none of them very 
good. If | was going down, I was going to do it kicking and 
screaming. Not to mention biting, clawing, and hair-pulling. 
And, of course, stabbing. My knife—tiny as it was—never left 
my hand. 

| heard them coming long before they reached me. The 
Tin Woodman and his metal men made a lot of noise 
descending all those flights of marble stairs. 

As they creaked toward me, | crouched in the corner 
nearest to where | knew the door would appear and waited. 
| didn’t really Know what | was going to do when they got 
here, but tackling the Tin Woodman as soon as the door 
opened and then making a break for it would be a start. It 
wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had, but at least it was 
something. 

Thunk, crash, creak, thunk. My heart began to pound. It 
was do-or-die time. 

| was so focused on where the door was about to appear, 
and what | would do when it did, that | didn’t even notice 
when the room began to fill with hazy purple smoke until it 
was so thick | couldn’t see a thing. When it had cleared 
away, an ancient-looking woman was standing in front of 
me. 

Her nose was big and crooked and bulbous with a big, 
hairy wart on the very tip. Purple rags barely covered her 
Sagging, wrinkled flesh. And to top it off, she wore a hat. A 


black one, so weathered it was almost gray, its point 
standing at attention. 

A witch, | thought. 

She looked impossibly old, her face one big wrinkle with 
eyes that were coal black and seemed to go on forever. 
When | looked into them | somehow knew in one glance that 
she was as old as Oz itself. 

A strong, cold breeze hit me in the face. 

| stepped back. | didn’t know whether | was supposed to 
be frightened or happy. Mostly | was just confused. 

“Who are you?” | asked. | could hear the footsteps of the 
Tin Woodman getting louder. “How did you get in here?” 

“l'm Mombi,” she said in a scratchy voice. “And how do 
you think | got here?” 

“What are you, then?” | asked. 

She gave me a sly wink. “Another question that you 
already know the answer to. But l'Il give you a hint anyway: 
I’m the Wicked kind. Now are you coming with me or not?” 

| was happy she wasn’t the Tin Woodman, but, like Pete, | 
had no idea who this person was. | wasn’t going to just run 
away with her right off the bat. 

“Well?” she asked impatiently, tapping her pointy toes 
against the floor as | stared at her. “They’re almost here. | 
can get you out of here, but you have to make up your mind 
quick. Will you join me? Yes or no?” 

Yes or no. This was the kind of thing you read about in 
fairy tales. What she meant was that if | wanted her help, | 
would have to agree to something. She just wasn’t going to 
bother telling me what until it was too late. 

Thunk, stomp, thunk, squeak. 

“What’s the catch?” | asked. “I’m not giving you my 
firstborn, if that’s what you want.” 

“Oh,” she said. “That won’t be necessary. The second-born 
will do.” 

Seeing me blanch, she let out a long, hearty cackle. 
“You're smart,” she said. “I Suppose you're right to ask. 


There’s always a catch with us wicked witches. But | don’t 
care much for babies—l’ve already had a few bad 
experiences with them, if you want the truth. No, you can 
keep your disgusting spawn. Don’t see how you'll manage 
to get any children at all if you stay here, though. Dorothy’ll 
have you dead before sundown.” 

We heard the key begin to turn in the lock outside. 

Mombi sighed as the door in the wall began to appear. 
“Girls your age,” she said, shaking her head. “Always takes 
you forever to get out of the house. Now we're going to 
have to fight.” She backed up into the corner and squeezed 
her body so tightly against the wall that it almost looked like 
she was sinking right into it. “At least | see you have a knife 
already.” She nodded to my hand where | was clutching my 
weapon so hard that | thought | might be starting to lose 
circulation. “Let me just give it a tiny little enchantment to 
make it more useful.” 

She wiggled her pinkie and thumb in my direction and 
clicked her tongue a few times. When | held my knife in 
front of me, | saw that it was pulsing with a purple glow. 

If this was going to make it more useful, it was just in 
time: the door swung open and the Tin Woodman stepped 
into the room. 

“Amy Gumm,” he announced, “it is time to face your 
judgment.” 

It took him a beat to realize that | wasn’t alone. “Guards!” 
he shouted. “Seize the girl! And the witch!” 

He fanned the blades of his hand out in front of him as he 
lunged for my new ally, his crew rushing into the cell behind 
him. 

Sword-Arm was in front of me, advancing with sword 
outstretched, backing me into a corner. | stepped out of her 
way, ducked under her, and thrust my kitchen knife toward 
her chest just as she pivoted to face me. | missed, but | was 
surprised at how close I|’d come, at how the weight and heft 
of the knife felt so natural. 


Suddenly | knew exactly when to thrust and when to 
parry, when to go high and when to go low and when to 
twist away. | felt like | could do some real damage with this 
thing. 

So | sliced and diced and feinted as the Tin Soldiers all 
scrambled to grab me. A line of bright red blossomed across 
Sword-Arm’s cheek as | connected. | pulled back at the sight 
of it, but the knife urged me forward again. | gave the head 
on the bicycle two flat tires in no time, sending him 
sprawling onto his side on the floor, where he struggled to 
pull himself upright with his weird, handlebar arms. 

When the one with the panel covering his mouth—the one 
who had killed Indigo—grabbed my arm and twisted it 
behind my back, | pushed against him with my free arm and 
wiggled loose. He put out his arms in an almost shrug, 
offering himself up for another attempt, like he was daring 
me to fail at checking him again. 

Then he charged at me, this time crouching low to deliver 
some kind of deadly head butt. 

| ducked out of the way at the last moment but he spun 
quickly around and caught me in the back, slamming me to 
the ground. | lay motionless for a second, the wind knocked 
out of me. He nudged me with his foot, roughly rolling me 
over. Grabbing me by the neck, he hauled me to my feet 
and pulled me close to him, so close that | could tell by his 
eyes if not his mouth panel that he was smirking. 

| was over this. | had been through too much. | had seen 
too much. 

| had been angry before. At Madison. At my mom. But | 
had never felt anything like this. | could feel myself seize up, 
every muscle contracting at once, gripped by what Dorothy 
had done to Indigo, by what she had planned for me. But 
instead of stuffing it down, or blurting out something stupid, 
| struck. 

| jabbed the blade of Mombi’s knife into the thing’s eye 
socket. 


It was for Indigo. It was for me, too. 

Blood spurted everywhere as he slumped against the wall 
and collapsed. | looked down at the knife, at the Rorschach 
pattern of blood splattered on the ground. | wanted to 
believe it was the knife that had done that—not me—but | 
wasn’t so sure. 

| felt sick to my stomach, still not quite believing it, but 
Sword-Arm was on me again, and she was mad. In one swift 
motion, she knocked my blade from my grip and it went 
clattering to the ground. | was now defenseless as she 
shoved me up against the wall. 

| punched with my fist, but the hard metal of her arm hurt 
me more than my punches hurt her and | screamed through 
clenched teeth. She raised the shiny blade of her deadly 
arm over her head and | braced myself. 

“Mombi!” | yelled. 

Without dropping her own attack on the Tin Woodman, 
Mombi reached her free hand into her robes again and 
pulled out what looked like a ball of purple yarn. She hurled 
it in my direction and as it looped through the air it began to 
unspool, its threads becoming indistinct and unfocused, 
twisting and curling in a hundred different directions. When 
the ball hit Sword-Arm, it instantly began to wrap itself 
around her, covering her in sticky, purple cobwebs. She 
struggled against it, but her weapon was stuck in midair. 
Mombi’s magic had bought me some time. 

“I can hold them for a few seconds, Amy!” Mombi shrieked 
from the other side of the room. “Now will you join us or 
not?” 

| knew | had no other choice. “Done,” I cried. 

Mombi reached out a hand. | dove across the room for it 
and grabbed on tight. 

As | touched her, the purple rags began to billow out from 
around her body. The rags curled around the two of us, 
enveloping us both in a cocoon as the Tin Woodman and his 
henchmen faded away along with the room itself. 


| was smoke now, too. 
“Welcome to the Revolutionary Order of the Wicked, 
Amy,” Mombi hissed as we disappeared. 


THIRTEEN 


Mombi let go of my hand as we materialized someplace 
dark. Someplace so dark | couldn’t see my hands. But even 
without being able to see, | could still feel the coldness of 
the knife in my clenched palm. 

The darkness washed over me—a darkness like I’d never 
experienced before. 

“Where... ,” | started, and then trailed off, feeling a 
dizzying, spiraling sense of panic. What had | gotten myself 
into? 

My breathing was getting shallower and shallower when a 
bright spark appeared in the blackness, just inches from my 
face. When my eyes focused in on it, | saw a tiny, glowing 
spider crawling through the air. As it moved in a zigzagging 
spiral, Mombi’s body slowly faded into view next to me. | 
looked down at myself and saw that | was now illuminated, 
too. The light was confined to our bodies, though. 
Everything around us remained as dark as ever. 

“Where—where are we?” | asked the witch, the words 
catching in my throat. What had | gotten myself into? 

“You'll know in good time, my dear,” she said, wiggling 
her eyebrows. “There’s a lot for us to talk about, and | could 
use a nice, long nap. All that teleportation will take the wind 
right out of an old girl like me. I’m sure you agree.” 

It wasn’t until she said it that | realized | was exhausted, 
too. My legs were shaky, every bit of my body was sore, and 


my arm was throbbing with pain. | felt like | could sleep for a 
thousand years. 

Then | started to remember what had happened and my 
knees began to buckle in on themselves as the memories 
washed over me. The escape. The fight. The squishy, sick 
feeling of my knife burying itself in my foe’s eye socket and 
the thick geyser of blood that had come squirting out. 

It couldn’t have been me. It felt more like something | had 
seen on TV than something that had actually happened to 
me. 

| would never have done that. | cou/dn’t have. The girl 
who fought Sword-Arm to a standstill had known what she 
was doing. I’d never hurt another person in my whole life. 
Well, not with my fists, at least. 

| felt the knife in my hand. It felt good. It felt like it was 
part of me. Suddenly | understood. 

“It was the knife, right?” | asked Mombi. “It’s magic. It was 
telling me what to do.” 

Mombi swatted the question away. “Pish tosh,” she said. 
“The knife’s enchanted, certainly. It will whisper in your ear 
a little bit—tell you where to move, teach you a few tricks. 
But it can’t make something out of nothing. It can’t help you 
if you don’t have it in you somewhere.” Her mouth spread 
into a wide grin, revealing a jammed-together row of rotting 
brown teeth. “Good thing you did,” she said. 

From the way she said it, | knew she meant it as a 
compliment, and | felt a twisted sense of pride rising in my 
chest. | tried to shove it back down. The fact that | had what 
it took to stab someone’s eyes out was nothing to be proud 
of. 

No, | corrected myself. Not someone. Something. And that 
thing had been helping the Tin Woodman. That thing had 
been responsible for killing Indigo. | had nothing to feel 
guilty about. 

Mombi winked at me as if she knew exactly what | had 
been thinking. She reached out and wrapped her knotted, 


spindly hands around my closed fist. “Now,” she said. “You 
won't be needing that for a bit.” 

“No!” | said, more angrily than | meant to, squeezing hard 
as she tried to pry my fingers open. The knife was mine. | 
didn’t want to give it back. It could keep me safe. 

Mombi clucked her tongue but didn’t really seem to care. 
“See? That’s the spirit. We'll make a Wicked one out of you 
yet, now won't we?” 

| tried to pull my hand away, but she held it tight. 

“Don’t worry—you'll have more weapons than you know 
what to do with soon enough. But in the meantime .. .” 
Mombi mumbled a few words under her breath and | felt my 
fingers unlocking against my will. She took the knife and 
tucked it into her cloak. “Thattagirl,” she said. “Don’t you 
worry about a thing. You’re here now, and safe. And you’re 
free.” Then she chuckled at something. “Well, sort of,” she 
said, before letting out an uproarious cackle. Her laughter 
was still echoing around me as her body began to curl in on 
itself, like she was turning herself inside out. Then she was 
gone, and everything was dark again. 

Free. But was |? In some ways, it felt like | had traded one 
prison for another. 

We'll make a Wicked one out of you yet. 

What had | gotten myself into? 

| stood there, waiting for my eyes to adjust, but they 
didn’t. Maybe it wasn’t even dark at all: maybe it was just 
like outer space, where it’s only dark because there’s 
nothing to see. 

| was alone. 

| had been lonely a lot in my life—enough to know that 
there are different kinds of lonely. There’s the lonely | had 
felt at school, surrounded by people who only paid attention 
to me long enough to remind me that they didn’t like me. 
There was the lonely | felt when I was with my mother, 
which was different from the lonely that | felt when | 
watched her leaving just before the tornado hit, and 


different from the lonely that | felt when my trailer was 
being whisked away from everything I’d ever known. 

Then there was the bottomless loneliness that I’d felt in 
Dorothy’s sick, white dungeon, the kind of loneliness that 
had made me feel like | was running through an endless 
maze. 

Standing there in the dark, it was like all those alones had 
just been tiny, interlocking pieces of a picture so big that 
you could only see the whole thing from a mile away. Now it 
was clear: | had nothing except myself. No matter what 
happened, it would always be that way. 

And yet: | took a step forward and was surprised to feel 
solid ground underneath my feet. | took another. | stumbled 
on something and caught myself before | hit the ground. 

| was just about to move forward again when | heard a 
voice echoing all around me. It belonged to a woman, and it 
was kind and gentle and strangely familiar. “I think you’re 
starting to understand,” she said. “It will take a while, but 
you're getting there.” 

| stopped in my tracks and jerked my head up. “Who’s 
there?” | called out to the emptiness. “What do you want 
from me?” 

Instead of an answer | heard the sound of fingers 
Snapping. Just like that, the world returned to me. It was less 
like a light being turned on and more a blindness being 
suddenly lifted. 

| was standing in a huge cave, the rocky walls pulsing 
eerily with a dim purple phosphorescence. High above my 
head, clusters of stalactites dangled perilously from the 
rocky ceiling. 

In the center of the cavern a massive tree loomed, its 
trunk as thick around as five people, overgrown with vines 
and moss and tiny flowers. Hundreds of limbs curled upward 
until they merged with the rock formations on the ceiling; a 
tangle of roots covered the ground before disappearing into 
the walls. 


The longer | looked at the tree, the more | couldn’t decide 
where it ended and the cave began. 

“Why does there have to be a beginning and an ending?” 
the voice asked. “If you ask me, it’s all middle.” 

| spun around, trying to figure out where it was coming 
from, and saw nothing. 

“Who are you?” 

And from out of the tree, a squat, round old woman in a 
Shapeless white dress and a pointy white hat emerged like 
she was walking through an open door. Except there was no 
door. There was no opening in the tree at all. 

“People have called me lots of things over the years,” the 
woman said. “It happens when you get old. But you can call 
me Grandma Gert.” She brushed a stray flower from her 
silvery-white cloud of hair. 

Her face was old and wrinkled but it was nothing like 
Mombi’s. It was round and kind and so chubby that she had 
at least three chins. Maybe four. Her eyes twinkled as she 
smiled at me. 

Grandma Gert. | liked the sound of that. There was 
something about her that | trusted. 

It was all so strange. | should have been afraid. Or angry. 
Or at least startled or confused. | felt none of those things. 
When Gert reached out for my hand, | let her take it and 
clasp it between her own, squeezing tenderly, and | realized 
what | did feel. It was a warm sense of peacefulness starting 
in my chest and spreading through my body. 

“Welcome home, dear,” she said. 

“Home?” The word startled me, and when | repeated it, it 
caught in the back of my throat. | had no idea where | was, 
except that it was about as far away from home as | could 
possibly get. And yet... 

“You're a long way from Kansas, | Know,” she said. “But 
there’s more than one kind of home. And you're right. You 
are on your own. We all are, and we all have to learn it 


sooner or later. If you have to be alone, though, wouldn’t 
you rather be alone among friends?” 

Alone. | looked up, startled. How had she known what | 
had been thinking, back there in the darkness? 

Grandma Gert’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Oh 
dear,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry, Amy. Sometimes | forget 
how strange it can be at first. | don’t do it on purpose—but 
when someone's thoughts are as loud as yours it can be 
hard to know the difference.” 

It took a moment for me to understand what she was 
saying. 

“You can read my mind,” | said. Or maybe | just thought it. 

The old woman nodded. “Something like that. Please don’t 
be afraid—it’s almost always what’s right there on the 
surface. | try not to go too much deeper than that. Not 
without permission.” 

| didn’t know what to say and then | realized | didn’t have 
to say anything at all. Anything | could say, Grandma Gert 
already knew. 

There was actually something comforting about that. 

She was staring deep into my eyes. “Thank you,” she 
said. At first | didn’t know what she was thanking me for and 
then | did. It was for understanding. For not being afraid. 

Then she gathered herself up, dropped my hand, and 
squared her shoulders. 

“There will be plenty of time to talk about all of this later. 
First we need to get you cleaned up.” Her eyes drifted down 
to my scratched, bruised arms and bloody T-shirt. “Mombi 
certainly does know how to start a fight.” 

Gert waved her hand, and the tree at the center of the 
cavern began to transform before my eyes. The roots 
swirled at my feet, the branches drew themselves down 
from the ceiling, the trunk began to melt like tar into the 
ground. 

When it was done, she and | were standing next to a deep 
pool where the tree had stood before. Foamy white water 


bubbled up from somewhere beneath the ground, and 
steam wafted off the surface. It smelled clean and fresh. 

“Go ahead,” Gert said, placing a hand on the small of my 
back and nudging me forward. “It will heal you.” 

She didn’t have to tell me twice—I stepped right into the 
spring, not even bothering to take my clothes off. | didn’t 
need to: they began to disintegrate as soon as they touched 
the water. 

| didn’t care that they were gone, and | didn’t care that | 
was naked in front of an old woman I'd just met. The minute 
the warm, clear water touched my bare skin, | felt my 
muscles melting as bubbles spun around me. | looked down 
at myself and watched, astonished, as days’ worth of dirt 
Slid right off my body. But | was also surprised to see exactly 
how hurt | really was. Bruises peppered my arms and legs. 
Thick red tendrils of blood slipped from a gash across my 
abdomen that | didn’t remember getting in the first place. 

When | looked up, | saw that Gert was beside me in the 
water, still fully clothed, her white dress billowing around 
her. | wasn’t sure why the water hadn’t affected her clothes 
the way it had mine. | hadn’t even noticed her get in with 
me. 

She looked concerned, too, frowning down at my wounds. 
“This may hurt, Amy,” she said. 

“Huh?” | asked, stretching. “No—it feels wonderful.” 

“Take a deep breath,” she said, her tone now serious. With 
no further apology—before I’d even had a chance to do as 
she’d told me—she put her hand on my head and shoved 
me under the water. 

The wound on my belly throbbed now with a deep, searing 
pain. Instinctively, | opened my mouth to scream as | 
struggled against the old woman’s grip. It was no use. 
Invisible hands grasped me from somewhere deep below 
the water, holding me in place. Somehow, | knew that all of 
them belonged to Gert. 


| was on fire. | had escaped Dorothy, escaped the Tin 
Woodman and his metal army, only to find someone | 
trusted—someone who wanted to help me—and it had all 
been a trick. 

All she meant to do was kill me. 

Why? | screamed in my head, knowing she’d be able to 
hear. Why would you do this? 

Sometimes only pain can heal, a cold, distant voice 
answered. 

Just when | thought my lungs would burst—just as | felt 
consciousness beginning to leave me—the hands let go. My 
body floated up to the surface, where | gasped for air and 
found my footing on the smooth rocks lining the pool. 

| spun around and faced Gert angrily. “Why?” | demanded 
again, this time out loud. “Why would you...” 

“Because it was necessary,” Gert said shortly, pursing her 
lips. “I saved your life.” 

| didn’t believe her at first, but my fingers touched smooth 
Skin when | reached for my wound. | looked down. No 
gaping bloody hole. No invisible sutures. No scar. The wound 
had healed like it had never happened at all. 

The bruises were gone, too. My skin looked dewy and 
softer than it had ever been, peachy-pink like all the dead 
Skin had been sloughed off, as if every imperfection healed 
from the outside in. 

It didn’t matter. She had saved me, okay, fine, but that 
wasn’t the point. The point was that it still felt like a 
betrayal. Gert had been one thing, and then she had 
become something else. | didn’t understand why. | didn’t 
know if | wanted to. 

You had to trust me, Gert said. Her lips didn’t move. But 
you also have to learn not to trust anyone. Even me. 

She sank slowly into the pool, and then she was gone. 

By the edge of the water, | saw that a stack of towels and 
a gorgeous silk robe had been laid out for me. Had Gert put 


them there when I wasn’t paying attention? Or had they just 
appeared by magic? 

| didn’t really care. | wanted to stay in here forever, but | 
knew that | couldn’t. When | felt the water beginning to turn 
lukewarm, | reluctantly stepped out and dried my newly 
healed body. | couldn’t help thinking that this was all 
another trick—something to try to lure me into a false sense 
of security. But my clothes were gone. | couldn’t walk 
around naked. The robe felt soft against my skin. 

Gert reappeared as soon as | looped the belt around my 
waist, as if she sensed | was ready to move on to the next 
part of whatever fate awaited me. “They’re waiting,” she 
announced. 

“They?” | asked, not looking at her. “Who’s they?” 

| crossed my hands over my chest like a five-year-old. 
Gert’s face softened. 

“Forgiveness doesn’t come easy for you, | see. Sometimes 
you have to bend so as not to break, dear.” 

“You manipulated me,” | said. “I know it. You used your 
magic on me to make me think you were my friend.” 

“Maybe | did and maybe | didn’t,” Gert said. “But if | did, 
maybe it was for a reason? And /f| did, then what’s stopping 
me from doing it again?” 

| glanced suspiciously at her, and she shrugged. | guess | 
would have to take that as an apology. 

| didn’t know where we were going or who was waiting for 
us, but | followed Gert obediently as she led me out of the 
cavern and through a series of caves. | didn’t particularly 
want to, but | knew by now that | didn’t really have a choice. 

We walked through a room that was entirely empty except 
for stark silver walls, and as we moved through it, the air 
changed. It was heavy and humid all of a sudden. 

Clouds hovered near the ceiling of the cave, spitting down 
raindrops on our heads. A thought suddenly occurred to me: 
if these witches could make weather indoors, if they could 
control it—could they create a tornado? 


Did they bring me here? | wondered. 

“If we could do that we would have done it long ago,” Gert 
said curtly. “Your arrival in Oz is no coincidence. Someone— 
or something—sent for you. But whatever force might have 
brought you here is beyond even the witches’ knowledge.” 

| just ignored her. 

Gert paused when we reached a new tunnel. She reached 
up and adjusted the collar of my robe before pulling me into 
another room that was almost entirely taken up by an 
enormous table made of what looked like glittering black 
diamonds, surrounded by rough wooden chairs. Mombi 
stood at the head of the table, smiling at me, well, wickedly. 
At her sides were two other people I’d never met before. It 
wasn’t a huge leap to guess that they, too, were witches. 

“Amy,” Mombi greeted me from the other side of the 
table. “I trust you’ve recovered from our journey. | was very 
pleased at the gumption you showed back in the dungeons. 
And we're all happy to have you with us.” 

My eyes immediately snapped to her left. Standing there 
was a boy with smooth olive skin who looked like he was 
around my age, maybe a little older. His dark hair stood on 
end as if he had stuck his fingers in a light socket years ago 
and hadn’t bothered to comb it since. He was cute, sure, but 
there was something arrogant in the way he looked at me 
with pale gray eyes. Or maybe not arrogant—maybe he 
looked angry. | straightened and stared right back. 

Who was he? The idea of Gert or Mombi having kids just 
didn’t seem right. And he was a little scary, really. Which 
was saying a lot given the fact that he was sitting next to 
Mombi. 

“She had a nasty slice in her side, Mombi,” Gert said, 
looking her in the eye. “But she didn’t much care for the 
healing process.” 

Mombi didn’t blink. “Tin Soldiers. The cell was protected. | 
had to improvise.” 


Gert nodded, but | didn’t think she believed her. Was she 
suggesting that Mombi was just testing me out? 

Standing on Mombi’s other side was a curvy, statuesque 
woman wearing a tight purple wrap dress. A hood concealed 
her face—but when she pulled it away, my heart skipped a 
beat and then sank. 

It was Glinda. Glinda the not-so-good witch. The one who 
was besties with Dorothy, who had made the Munchkins her 
Slaves and was using them to mine giant holes all over Oz. 

She wasn’t wearing PermaSmile, but she was smiling at 
me. 

She spoke in a sickeningly sweet voice that scraped at the 
back of my spine. 

“No rest for the Wicked, is there, Amy?” 


FOURTEEN 


A chill rushed through my body. | should never have come 
with Mombi, should never have trusted Gert. But what 
choice did | really have when I was standing in the palace 
dungeon, about to go on trial for a Fate Worse Than Death, 
the Tin Soldiers advancing? It’s not like | had a ton of 
options. 

“She’s one of you?” | asked. My voice echoed through the 
cave. 

Was this some kind of trap? Was this Dorothy’s idea of a 
twisted punishment? They’d rescued me, cleaned me up, 
and now they were just going to turn me over to Dorothy’s 
evil pink BFF? 

Like hell. 

| took a step back. And another. Then | turned toward the 
mouth of the cave and began to run. I’d have to navigate 
the weird maze of caves we’d come through, but it beat 
being trapped in the room full of witches with crazy 
Superpowers behind me. And if Grandma Gert could read 
minds, who knew what the others could do? No, | had to get 
out of here. 

Out of nowhere, | slammed into a cold, hard surface and 
then slid down awkwardly onto the stone ground. But there 
was nothing there. I’d run into an invisible wall. 

Glinda’s laugh echoed around me. | guess it probably was 
funny. From her perspective, | mean. | must have looked like 
a duped Wile E. Coyote falling off a cliff. 


| felt my face turn red. | wasn’t embarrassed. Or at least, | 
wasn’t just embarrassed. | was scared. And | was angry. But 
| couldn’t fight it as an invisible hand clawed into my 
shoulder, pulling me up to my feet. It set me standing again, 
turned me around to face my captors, and marched me 
back toward them. 

“Amy,” Mombi said warningly. “We made a deal. 
Remember? You agreed to join us when you took my hand.” 

“| didn’t know what | was agreeing to,” | said, twitching 
against Gert’s hold on me. 

“Your ignorance makes no difference. The spell was cast. 
You're bound to the Order now.” 

“Bound?” 

“When | rescued you from your cell, it was under the 
condition that you would join us. You agreed. The spell was 
cast and | couldn’t undo it if | wanted to. You’re one of us 
now.” 

| crossed my arms over my chest and glared at Glinda. “l 
know what you did to the Munchkins,” | spat at Glinda. “You 
may look sweet, but | Know who you are.” 

“Oh!” Glinda exclaimed. She laughed again, high-pitched 
and lilting. “I’m not who you think | am,” she said. 

She didn’t so much stand as pose, seeming acutely aware 
that she was the pretty purple flower in a sea of gray and 
brown and black. “I’m not Glinda. I’m Glamora, her twin 
sister. She’s the Good witch; I’m the Wicked one. Of course, 
she’s also the one who’s turned Oz into the hellhole it is 
now, so it’s really all relative.” 

Then that laugh again. 

| eyed the witch suspiciously. A twin? That seemed like a 
convenient excuse. As | thought back to my first day here in 
Oz, it was true that she didn’t look exactly like the woman 
I'd seen in the field. Mostly, it was a matter of style. Rather 
than Glinda’s bouncing curls, this witch had her strawberry- 
blonde hair pulled into a severe bun. And though her dress 
was just as fancy as the one I’d seen Glinda wearing in the 


field that day, it was simple and elegant, nothing like the 
frilly nightmare Glinda had worn. 

“You say Wicked like it’s a good thing,” | said. 

“You're getting the hang of it.” Glamora’s voice was 
glittering mischievously. “Down is up, up is down. Good is 
Wicked, Wicked is Good. The times are changing. This is 
what Oz has come to.” 

| looked around at the faces of the Wicked, or formerly 
Wicked. | wanted some answers. “How did you find me?” | 
asked slowly. “How did Mombi know | fell from the sky? How 
did you know | was there in the palace?” 

We have eyes within the palace. And the palace has eyes 
everywhere. The rest I’m afraid | had to obtain from you. 

The thought popped into my head. A thought that wasn’t 
mine. “Amy. Sit. Let us explain,” Gert said, this time out 
loud. | ignored her command and her concerned gaze. | 
didn’t want to look at her. “Sit,” she repeated, this time a 
little louder. | resisted, but found | had no control over my 
own limbs. It hadn’t been a request. 

Fighting each step as | went, | walked over and sat down 
in a cold metal chair. 

“Oz has changed,” Gert said. “The trees don’t talk. The 
Pond of Truth tells lies, the Wandering Water stays put. The 
Land of Naught is on fire. People are starting to get old. 
People are forgetting how it used to be.” 

“It used to be the three of us would never have imagined 
we'd be standing in the same room together,” Mombi said in 
her raspy voice. She gestured to herself, Glamora, and Gert. 
The boy still hadn’t said anything. He was just standing with 
his arms folded across his chest. He didn’t really look any 
happier to be here than | was. “Wicked witches aren’t 
supposed to work together. But that was before Dorothy.” 

Gert could see that | wasn’t buying it. More than see, | 
guessed, she could read it in my mind. | wondered if she 
was included in the once-Wicked, too. “We call ourselves 
Wicked to show that we stand against Dorothy and 


everything she represents,” Gert said. “Wickedness is part 
of Oz. It’s part of the order of things. It’s always been the 
Good versus the Wicked. Magic can’t exist without 
Goodness. Goodness can’t exist without Wickedness. And Oz 
can’t exist without magic.” 

“No matter what Dorothy might think,” Mombi_ said. 
“Glamora. Show her.” 

Glamora waved her hand across the stone table, and it 
rippled as its surface transformed into a dark pool of water. 
Then she waved her hand again, and a picture began to 
form in the pool, reflecting up from the bottom. 

It was a map, and it was divided into four equal triangles, 
each one its own color. Blue, red, yellow, purple. At the 
center was an irregular blob of green. 

“This is Oz,” Glamora said. One by one, she pointed at 
each of the quadrants. “Munchkin Country, Quadling 
Country, Winkie Country, Gillikin Country.” Blue, red, yellow, 
purple. As she pointed, their names appeared in dramatic 
script. “Here on the edge”—she ran her finger along the 
perimeter of the rectangle—“is the Deadly Desert. It 
protects Oz from outsiders. No living thing can cross the 
Deadly Desert without using powerful magic. Anyone who 
touches its sands will turn instantly to dust. Or, that’s how it 
used to be.” 

She jabbed a long purple nail at the blob in the center. 
“And this is the Emerald City. Where Dorothy lives.” 

Then she passed her hand over the pool again, and the 
colors disappeared, replaced by shimmering white dots, 
little pricks of light covering every inch of the map. “The 
white lights represent Oz’s magic,” Glamora said. “Its 
lifeblood. This is what Oz used to look like. And this”—she 
Snapped her fingers—“is what it looks like now.” 

The light dimmed and faded until most of the map was a 
dull, washed-out gray, dappled with a few gaping black 
holes here and there. There were still a few glittering spots 
spread across Oz’s four quadrants, as well as one spot in the 


south that was particularly bright, but other than that, the 
vibrant, shimmering landscape of just a moment ago was 
gone. 

Except for at the very center of the map. The green blob 
was glowing with more intensity than any other spot, 
burning so bright that | had to squint to look at it. 

| looked up at Glamora and then around the table, where 
Mombi, Gert, and the boy were all watching me expectantly. 

“We need your help,” Mombi said. 

“The magic is disappearing from Oz,” said Gert. 

“It doesn’t look like it’s disappearing,” | said, gesturing 
toward the center of the map. “It’s just moving.” 

“Correct,” Glamora said with a narrow-eyed smile. “And 
can you guess why it’s moving?” 

| looked at her blankly, and then it dawned on me. | 
remembered the pit in Munchkin Country that my trailer had 
fallen into, and Glinda with her Munchkin machine. | 
remembered what Indigo had told me about magic mining. 

“Someone's taking it,” | said. Glamora arched a perfectly 
plucked eyebrow, waiting for me to figure out the rest. “It’s 
Dorothy,” | realized. “Dorothy’s stealing the magic.” 

“Now you've got it,” Glamora said. “And losing its magic 
to Dorothy will mean the end of Oz. That’s why you’re here. 
We need you to stop her.” 

| sat up straight. | didn’t know the first thing about magic. 
| didn’t know the first thing about Dorothy. “Me? | just got 
here. How am | supposed to stop anyone from doing 
anything?” 

All eyes turned to me at once. The boy fixed me with an 
especially hard gaze. Finally Mombi spoke. 

“Simple. You’re going to kill her.” She looked right at me 
and said, “Dorothy must die.” 


PIEEN 


| opened my mouth to protest, but all that came out was 
laughter. Everyone was surprised—no one more so than me. 
| tried to stifle it, but it had been so long since I’d found 
something funny, and soon | couldn’t control myself. It all 
came spilling out. The fight, getting suspended, my mother 
jetting off to her tornado party, the trailer lifting up off the 
ground and landing me here. | thought about who | was 
back in Kansas, and who | was in Oz. What had | done to 
make them think | was a potential teen girl assassin? | 
mean, | got suspended for not punching Madison Pendleton. 
| had maybe been responsible for Indigo’s death, but it was 
only because I'd been trying to save an innocent monkey’s 
life. Taking someone down off a stake in the ground was the 
opposite of taking someone out. This was madness. 

Across the table, the witches just sat there staring at me 
like | was a crazy person while | laughed hysterically. The 
boy frowned so hard, his eyes turned into slits. Finally, after 
a few minutes, | managed to calm myself down and wiped 
my eyes with the back of my hand. 

“You want me to kill Dorothy,” | said. It was so ridiculous 
that | didn’t even know where to start. 

“That’s the idea,” Glamora said. The look in her eyes said 
She didn’t think it was very funny at all. 

| couldn’t believe they were being serious. “Um, | think 
you've got the wrong person. Before | got here, the last fight 
| had was with a pregnant girl. And | lost.” 


“I saw you back in the palace,” Mombi said. “In your cell. 
You managed to hold your own in there. | don’t see why you 
couldn’t do the same with Dorothy.” 

| had to admit, that was true. But | was still sure that the 
knife Mombi had given me had done half the work. And 
anyway: “That was different,” | said. “That was magic, I’m 
sure of it. But | couldn’t kill someone. | wouldn’t even know 
how.” 

“We'll teach you, of course,” Glamora said. “Everyone has 
to start somewhere.” 

They were acting like we were talking about learning how 
to sew. This is not what | signed on for. When | had met 
Indigo on the road, | was just planning on making my way to 
the Emerald City and maybe getting one of those cool 
moving tattoos. This was way heavier than anything | 
expected. 

“Listen,” | said. “I have my own problems. I’m sorry about 
what’s happening to Oz—I really am—but | don’t see what 
you think | can do about it. I’m not even from here.” | wasn’t 
from here. But even as | said it, a little part of me couldn’t 
help but feel that because of Indigo, because of Ollie, 
because of my time in the cell... 1 was linked to Oz 
somehow. 

Glamora cocked her head. “Dorothy’s not from here 
either,” she said. “And look what she’s done with the place.” 

Gert drove her point home. “It’s precisely because you are 
not from here that we think you can do this. You’re from the 
Same place as her. You know how her mind works. You 
understand her.” 

| wasn’t from here. | was from Kansas. Just like Dorothy. I’d 
come to Oz on a tornado. Dorothy had changed their world 
once, and now they expected me to help them change it 
back. 

“People from the Other Place have always had a special 
place in ours,” Gert said. “The Wizard. Dorothy. Now you. We 
don’t know what power it was that brought you to Oz, but 


we know that if you’re here, it must be because you have a 
role to play. We want to make sure it’s the right role.” 

| shivered. The story was true. The Wizard of Oz had been 
real. Dorothy Gale had really been swept up by a tornado 
and brought to the Land of Oz. True, what | was living now 
didn’t seem like the kind of storybook tale | was used to. But 
it didn’t mean they didn’t exist. 

For the first time, the boy spoke up. His voice was low and 
gruff. 

“Gert, Glamora, and Mombi believe that you are our only 
hope.” He sounded like he wasn’t so sure about that. “My 
job is to train you.” 

“Are you a witch, too?” | asked. It came out in a more 
confrontational tone than I’d meant it to, but I didn’t care. 

The boy looked offended. “I’m a warlock,” he said drily. 
“Or a wizard, if you like that better. It doesn’t really matter, 
does it?” 

Gert looked over at him as if remembering her manners. 
“Amy, this is Nox. He’s the newest member of the High 
Council of the Order of the Wicked. He’s the strongest 
fighter we have.” 

“Good for him. No offense or anything, it’s just, I’m not a 
killer. I’m not the girl you’re looking for here. | think it would 
be pretty amazing to know what you guys know. But you all 
have magic; you know what you’re doing. I’m sure you can 
handle her without me.” 

| probably should have been scared of these people—they 
called themselves the Order of the Wicked, after all—but 
talking back to them felt good. Then again, lately | didn’t 
seem to be able to keep myself from talking back to anyone, 
really. 

“You haven't been trained yet,” Glamora said. “You don’t 
know who or what you are yet. Oz is different. You can be 
different here. You can be stronger. We'll teach you how to 
do all of it. To fight. To use magic.” 


“Amy,” Gert said. She placed a reassuring hand on my 
back. “We’re going to teach you to be a hero.” 

Me. A hero. The idea of having power—of learning magic— 
rattled around in my head. But reality chased after it: 
missing Mom, scary Dorothy, a circle of self-proclaimed 
wicked witches who wanted to make me into an assassin. 
Besides, even if they could teach me all that stuff, it 
wouldn’t change who I was on the inside. Salvation Amy 
from Flat Hill, Kansas. Just a trailer-park girl with a bunch of 
stupid dreams that would never come true. 

Weirdly, something my mom had told me once came back 
to me: You are not where you are from. She'd meant it to 
cheer me up. To make me believe that growing up in Flat Hill 
didn’t have to define me for the rest of my life. 

But the witches thought | was special because of where | 
came from. 

It’s more than that, child. Much more. 

Gert was fishing around in my brain once more. 

| looked at Nox again. He stared back at me and gave me 
a shrug like, See if I care. He was the only one—except me, 
of course—who didn’t seem thrilled about this whole idea. 
Even if | agreed with him, | couldn’t help taking it a little 
personally. What did he have against me anyway? 

“What happens if | say no?” | asked. 

“You can’t say no,” Mombi said. “The pact, remember?” 

“I told you,” Nox said, not even bothering to look at me. 
“Just because someone dropped out of the sky doesn’t make 
them the key to saving us.” 

What was wrong with these people? | felt my blood begin 
to boil. Nox turned to Mombi and shrugged. And that shrug 
is what put me over the edge. 

“I’m in,” | said quietly. 

Mombi looked at Gert, who nodded as if to say that my 
words were true. But they weren’t. | had to say yes to 
joining the Order—| didn’t seem to have a choice in that. | 
was bound by the pact I’d made with Mombi. But | was 


determined to find a way out of the whole teen assassin 
part. 
And Gert knew it. 


A few minutes later, Gert led me to my room. “We let 
Glamora decorate. Of all of us, she misses the creature 
comforts of Oz the most.” 

My cave room wasn’t pretty—it was majestic. It was the 
kind of bedroom I'd always wished for growing up. There 
was a circular bed that seemed to be sunken into the center 
of the floor, piled with pillows and silky bedding in rich 
Shades of red. And in the center of the ceiling, instead of a 
chandelier, there was another upside-down tree. This one 
was way smaller than the one I’d seen before. And it was in 
bloom. Black branches held out strange but beautiful poppy- 
like blossoms, big and white with a blush of pink almost the 
exact color of my hair. The pale gold walls were covered in 
wallpaper with those same pink flowers bursting across it. 
When | looked closer, | realized they were actual flowers. 
More tiny flowers grew along vines that stretched from the 
floor to the ceiling, stopping in the middle to swirl into 
paisley loops. Beneath my feet, a rug made from golden fur 
rippled. 

“What happens now?” | asked. “You lock me in here until | 
agree to be your killer and actually mean it? Because | know 
that you know | didn’t.” 

“No, we train you. | know that you aren’t ready, child. Just 
put one foot in front of the other. The rest will come in 
time.” 

She sounded so sure. Like she knew something that | 
didn’t. 

“And if it doesn’t?” What would they do to me if | didn’t do 
what they wanted? 

“There is something you don’t know about being bound— 
we can’t hurt each other as long as we are in the circle. 


There is much to fear outside the circle, but you don’t have 
to fear that.” 

| felt myself exhale and nodded slowly. Whether or not she 
was telling the truth, her answer would have to be okay for 
now. | just wished | could read her mind, too. 

“No matter what, you'll still be a witch.” 

“But what kind?” | asked. 


“Good question, child,” Gert said, slinking off into the 
dark. 


NTEEM 


| was standing in the middle of an all-white cave. Nox had 
led me there, then excused himself to change into clothes 
that he could better torture me in. | waited impatiently. 

If | was being honest, the decor of this cave was kind of 
freaking me out—which was saying something, considering 
all the others I’d seen. 

| stood barefoot on the skin of some giant animal | didn’t 
recognize. Maybe it was some magical Oz beast or 
something. A track of fire lined the ceiling, illuminating the 
cave. The white stone walls looked like some kind of stone— 
opal, | guessed—that shimmered with layers of other colors, 
depending on the light. White razor-sharp spikes jutted out 
around me like some kind of medieval climbing wall. 
Scattered around the room were strange iron machines that 
looked like either exercise equipment or torture devices. 

Training with Nox was going to be fun. 

| was already wearing the training uniform. It felt more like 
lingerie than athletic wear, with a silky tank top and pajama 
bottoms. The top was clingy and it had some sort of bra 
thing built in that made my flat chest look a little less flat. 
Say what you will about these witches, but they valued 
style. 

Giant swings hung on opposite ends of the cave. Of all the 
places to sit in this cave, they looked innocent enough. | ran 
my finger along the seat of one and slipped into it. When | 
shuffled back with my feet, | realized the air was beginning 
to fill with smoke coming from the floor. | jumped up quickly. 


The smoke began to take shape. Familiar figures 
materialized before me. | backed away, but there was 
nowhere to go. | was already pressed up against the jagged 
wall of the cave. 

They must have followed me here, traveling through 
Shadows the same way the Tin Woodman had appeared on 
the road when he found me, Indigo, and Ollie. | wasn’t going 
to stand back and let them take me away for a trial. | looked 
around wildly for a weapon and spied a rack with some kind 
of torture devices in the corner. | could only imagine what 
Nox had planned for us today. | stretched my arm out, but it 
was too far to reach. | inched toward it. 

Dorothy’s pink lips pouted at me as she advanced. Her 
gingham dress, half formed, was just smoke and a hint of 
cleavage. But her face was there in all of its terrifying glory 
—and her laugh echoed in my ears even though her 
plasticky mouth didn’t move. The Tin Woodman stood a 
couple of steps behind her. 

“Nox!” | screamed. 

Before Dorothy could reach out one of her glinting red 
nails at me, Nox appeared in the entrance of the cave. 
Insanely enough, it looked like he was almost smiling. 

“Help me!” I cried. 

He walked right through the image of Dorothy, and just 
like that she disappeared. The Tin Woodman disappeared, 
too, and the ears and hair and tail that | assumed would 
have made up the Lion vanished with a growl. | was left 
standing in the white room, staring at Nox. 

“You sure took your time!” | yelled. 

“| just wanted to get your adrenaline going.” He smiled a 
cocky smile, rocking back on his heels. He had done that? 
Even as my anger rose up, | noticed despite myself how 
good he looked in his training gear. He was more muscular 
than | would have thought, biceps and quads and muscles | 
didn’t know the names of made up his—possibly magically 
enhanced—form. 


“Why would you do that?” | snapped. “What is wrong with 
you?” 

He just shrugged. It was turning into his signature move. | 
considered storming out, but my feet stayed rooted to the 
furry ground. 

“How did you do that?” 

“What | see in my head, | can project out into the space. 
But it only can last for a few seconds. | just meant to give 
you a Scare, see how good your reflexes are.” 

“I saw something like that on the road to the Emerald City. 
Queen Ozma was giving a speech—” 

“Not the same thing, really. That was more of a capture.” 

“A what?” 

He leaned in close. 

| didn’t move. | hadn’t exactly spent a lot of time alone 
with any guys. Tutoring Dustin hardly counted. And he 
wasn’t a witch or wizard or whatever it was | was supposed 
to call Nox. He was annoyingly—and maybe not so 
annoyingly—even hotter up close. 

“Ouch!” | felt a pinprick of pain on my scalp as Nox leaned 
back, holding a strand of my pink hair. He pulled something 
out of his pocket, and folded it together with my hair in his 
fist. 

“Memoria,” he whispered. 

When he opened his hand, there was an emerald inside. 

“This moment is now captured forever. There are 
emeralds like this embedded in the road. They’re meant to 
deliver messages, scare people, spread Dorothy’s decrees. 
Basically a way for the palace to keep us in line.” 

He tossed the emerald on the ground. An image rose up 
from the stone, hazy at first and then snapping in focus. | 
was rolling my eyes at him. He was leaning in to pull my 
hair. But it almost looked like he was giving me a kiss. 

The image disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. 

“So is that your superpower? Making people see things 
that aren’t there?” 


Nox didn’t answer. He disappeared in a blink and 
reappeared beside me. “I can make them see things that 
are there as well. Like Mombi said, I’m a fighter. We should 
get started.” 

When he moved into his fighting stance | noticed a speck 
of green paint in his black hair. 

“What?” he asked, noticing my staring. 

He must be Oz’s mysterious graffiti artist. The one tagging 
the frowny faces I’d seen in Munchkin Country. 

“Nothing,” | said quickly. “I’m ready.” He was working 
really hard to put up the whole “fighter” front, but | 
wondered what else was there beneath the surface. What 
else it meant to be a boy witch. 

“Liar,” Nox whispered with a mean glint in his eye. “Don’t 
worry. The spring will be able to heal you up when you break 
something.” 

“I’d prefer not to get hurt in the first place,” | countered. 

“Is wit highly valued in your world? You seem to rely on 
it.” 

“Is being a total jerk highly valued in your world?” 
Sarcasm was how | survived back home. | wasn’t about to 
give it up now. 

His gray eyes opened a little wider. “Your words will do 
nothing against her unless you can use them in a spell.” 

| sighed loudly. If they wanted me to train, | would train. A 
few self-defense techniques would certainly come in handy 
around here. For that matter, they’d come in handy if | ever 
made it back to Dwight D. Eisenhower Senior High and had 
to face down a leaner, meaner, postpartum Madison 
Pendleton. 

Still. Just because | was willing to learn how to fight, it 
didn’t mean | was going to assassinate anyone. | suspected 
Nox knew it. 

“Why don’t you just give me one of those magical knife 
things and be done with it?” 


“| could do that,” he mused, pulling a knife from one of his 
black boots and throwing it from one hand to the other. He 
tossed it in my direction, but | wasn’t fast enough and it fell 
to the floor with a clatter. | let it lay there, wishing I’d never 
said anything. “But you might drop it,” he finished with a 
smirk. 

“I wasn’t ready,” | argued. 

“Would you rather have the knife or be the knife? It’s that 
simple. And that hard.” 

He opened his hand and the knife whizzed into it. I’d seen 
Mombi do the same thing before. He slid the knife back into 
his boot, then spread his arms out wide at his sides, daring 
me to punch him. 

| curled my hand into a fist and took a weak, halfhearted 
swing at him. Nox hopped back and rolled his eyes. “Give 
me a break,” he said. “You have to try or it’s no fun.” 

Before | could respond, Nox took his own jab at me, 
aiming right for my chin. | rocked back on my heels, barely 
getting out of the way in time, and then, without thinking 
about it, | hit back. For real now. 

This time | connected square in the center of Nox’s chest. 
My fist hit a hard wall of flesh and muscle. My knuckles 
stung from the impact, but he didn’t flinch. It was like he 
hadn’t even felt it. 

All he did was laugh. “All right,” he said. “Well, that’s 
something, at least. Now do it again. This time, /’// try, too.” 

| looked at the cocky expression on his face. | wanted to 
wipe it off, just to show | could. So | swung with all my 
strength and almost fell over from the momentum as he 
stepped easily out of the way. His smirk hadn’t wavered for 
a moment. 

“Keep going.” 

| kept punching, getting angrier and angrier with every try. 
Nox dodged each blow as smoothly as if | were moving in 
slow motion. 


It took me until | was sweaty and out of breath to realize 
that something wasn’t quite right. Nox was more than just 
fast. 

“That isn’t fair,” | said. “You’re using magic.” 

“Of course | am. Lesson one: she’ll be using everything 
she has against you—and | promise it will be a lot more than 
I’m using right now.” 

He had a point. 

“Fine,” | said. “Then why are we even bothering at all?” 

When he opened his mouth to reply, | took it as an 
invitation to hit him right in the solar plexus. His eyebrows 
shot up as his arrogant smirk transformed into a grin. 

“Aha,” he said. “Lesson two: your fists aren’t your only 
weapon. Your weapons won't be your only weapon either. 
Dorothy’s biggest vulnerability is her—” 

| kicked him in the stomach with everything | had, and he 
went stumbling backward, his mouth wide with surprise. 
That would show him not to underestimate me. 

But instead of retreating, or even slowing down, he came 
flying right back at me. This time | was ready for him. | 
ducked. 


Over the next hour, Nox didn’t let up. He just kept coming at 
me, using his fists and feet and elbows and knees and 
everything else he had. The whole time, he never stopped 
talking—pointing out everything | was doing wrong. 

And everything | was doing wrong was everything. The 
way | was standing. The way | was avoiding his gaze. The 
way | was holding my hands. 

But for all | was doing wrong, there was one thing | was 
doing right. | wasn’t letting up any more than he was. | was 
aching and exhausted, but | kept going. 

“Stay loose,” he said. | didn’t know how he had the breath 
to keep talking when he was moving twice as fast as | was. 
“Don’t waste your energy keeping your muscles tight. Don’t 
focus on where I am. Focus on where I’m going to be.” 


Before the sentence was finished, Nox was gone. | spun 
around just as he materialized behind me, already ready for 
him, and caught him right in the jaw. Finally, for the first 
time, he flinched in pain. But before | could draw my arm 
away, he’d grabbed me by the wrist and held my closed fist 
against his face. | tried to pull free, but | couldn’t. 

He just stared at me, his gaze intense. | couldn’t look 
away any more than | could move my arm. Energy crackled 
between us, and | felt a strange pull to him. Moth to flame. 
Magnet to magnet. Stupid girl to impossible, slightly mean 
witch boy. Wizard. Whatever. 

“Close your eyes,” he said. “I want you to feel something.” 

“| already feel something,” | said. “Tired.” 

“Just do it,” Nox said. 

So | closed my eyes and felt a strange, warm energy 
pulsing through my body, starting where my fist still 
touched his face and traveling up through my arm and 
shoulder into my chest. It wasn’t hot and it wasn’t cold. It 
was like nothing l’d ever felt before—including the time 
when I was little and | put my finger in a lightbulb socket to 
see what would happen. That had hurt like there was no 
tomorrow. Like the surge of electricity was killing every cell 
as it flowed through my arm. This was the opposite. This felt 
like every inch of me was waking up. 

“What is it?” | asked. 

“Isn't it obvious?” He let go of my hand and it dropped to 
my side, heavy as stone. “It’s magic,” he said. 

Suddenly | felt a breeze. | opened my eyes. 

We weren't in the training area anymore. Instead, we were 
standing at the edge of a grassy plateau that jutted out 
from the mouth of a cave at the top of a mountain. 

The sun was bright and perfect and the sky was brilliant 
blue with just the slightest tinge of lavender. | looked down 
over the edge of the precipice we stood on and caught my 
breath. We were don’t-look-down high. We were skyscraper- 
high. Not that | had ever been in one, but | imagined this is 


what it felt like. The drop between us and the treetops was 
dizzying. Below us was a vast expanse of wildness. 

In the distance, fields and flowers gave way to a lush, dark 
forest. Farther on the horizon was a hazy, shimmering 
mountain range that blocked the rest of Oz from my view— 
mountains so high that their peaks were hidden by a thick 
veil of quickly moving clouds. 

Everything was still and quiet. This was a different quiet 
from the creepy, dead quiet of Munchkin Country. This quiet 
was pristine and charmed and full of life. It felt like Nox and | 
were the only two people in an undiscovered world. 

“How'd we get out here?” | asked. My voice came out ina 
whisper. 

He looked at me like | was the dumbest person alive. “You 
have to stop asking those kinds of questions,” he said. “You 
know exactly how we got out here.” 

Of course | knew. It was the same as the answer he’d 
given me before. 


“Magic,” | said under my breath, without even really 
meaning to. 
“Yup,” he said. “I zapped us up here. | can’t work the 


same kinds of teleportation spells that Mombi can, so we 
didn’t go far. The Order’s headquarters is all inside these 
caves.” He gestured at the cave opening behind us. 

| breathed deep, enjoying the first fresh air I’d tasted since 
I'd been taken to the Emerald Palace who knows how long 
ago. | felt it buzzing in my lungs and my whole body tingled. 
It was the same feeling I’d felt back in the caves when I’d 
touched Nox’s face and closed my eyes. 

“I think I feel it,” | said finally. “The magic.” 

“You can’t not. Not up here,” he said. “This is Mount 
Gillikin. It’s one of the most magical spots left in all of Oz. 
Dorothy hasn’t quite gotten to stealing it yet—it’s too much 
trouble. See those mountains a ways off? They move. Every 
night, they rebuild themselves; every day they’re different 
than they were the day before. Can’t build roads through 


them. Can’t even draw a map. You never know what you’re 
going to get. Some days they might be covered in snow, 
other days they could be so hot you'll get sunstroke. Or 
anything in between. People go up those mountains and 
they never come back. Sure, you can get past them—you 
can fly, or teleport, or whatever—but it’s not easy. They’re 
part of what keeps Gillikin Country more protected than the 
rest of Oz. Still, it’s only a matter of time.” 

“It’s incredible.” 

“All of Oz used to be like this. There was so much magic 
floating around that you almost couldn’t help picking it up 
here and there. Now most of it’s just in a few scattered 
spots like this, places Dorothy can’t be bothered with.” 

“Maybe she'll never bother,” | said. “Why does she need 
more than she already has?” 

Nox snorted. “You don’t know Dorothy. The more she gets, 
the more she wants. That’s the way it is with you people,” 
he said. 

“You people? What people?” 

“People from your world. Like Dorothy. The Wizard. Like 
you, probably. Magic’s dangerous for outlanders. You’re not 
built for it.” 

“But you’re going to teach me anyway. That’s what Mombi 
said.” 

“They think the risk is worth it,” Nox said. “Not everyone 
agrees.” 

“You don’t think | can handle it. “ 

“Maybe you can and maybe you can’t. | don’t really know 
you. What | think doesn’t matter. The question is what you 
think.” He shrugged. 

| shook my head. | needed more. 

“It’s your choice,” he said. “It’s not magic that makes you 
who you are. It’s the choices that you make. Look at 
Dorothy.” 

“What about Dorothy?” 

“That’s exactly what makes Dorothy evil.” 


PEN TEEN 


After my training session with Nox, it was a relief to see 
Gert. | didn’t know what she had in store for me, but | had a 
feeling it wouldn’t involve having to hit anyone. Despite the 
whole almost-drowning-me-on-purpose incident and her 
being up in my brain all the time, she had not told the 
others that | had no intention of killing Dorothy. | was still 
confused about what it meant to be a witch—a Wicked 
witch, for that matter—but somehow she seemed less 
Wicked than the rest. Maybe it was stupid Stockholm 
syndrome, that thing people get when they start liking their 
captors. But | didn’t feel like | was a captive when | was with 
Gert. 

Gert’s room was like an old-fashioned apothecary, with a 
wall of glass jars filled with a million different liquids, big 
canisters heaping with | don’t know what, and plants and 
herbs | didn’t recognize. The light was dim, but warm and 
cozy, too. | couldn’t figure out where it was coming from— 
although there were candles crowding almost every surface, 
none of them were lit. Her walls were covered with some 
kind of white gold, which further intensified the glow. 

In the corner leaned a broom made out of wood so dark it 
was almost black, with long, thorny bristles. | reached out to 
touch it but drew my hand back when Gert spoke sharply. 

“You're not ready for that yet, dear,” she warned. | looked 
at her, but she smiled like it was no big deal and began to 
bustle around the cave. 


“Amy,” Gert said. “I know this is all new. | know you’re 
scared.” She walked over to a shelf and absentmindedly 
plucked a jar down before glancing at it, shaking her head to 
herself, and placing it back in its spot. “But we need you,” 
She said. “And | have faith in you. And now, for our first 
lesson. | like to think of this project as my little Get Witch 
Quick scheme.” She giggled at her own joke. 

She sat back down on a stool on one side of a big wooden 
table in the middle of the room and indicated that | should 
follow suit. Every inch of its surface was covered with 
candles, and as she looked down at them, they began to 
light, one by one. 

Gert’s face glowed in the light that she’d made. She 
smiled, a secret, satisfied little smile, and then clapped her 
hands and they all went out. “Your turn now,” she said. 

“How?” | asked. | was confused. She hadn’t taught me 
anything yet. Wasn’t | supposed to say a Spell or wave a 
wand or brew up something with eye of newt? From what 
Nox said and from what I’d seen so far, magic only looked 
easy. It took concentration and practice and time. 

Gert waved her hand in the air, and as she did, sparks 
trailed behind it, like tiny, crackling fireflies. “Think of magic 
like electricity in your world,” she said. “In Oz, it’s all around 
you. It flows through the ground and the sky and the water. 
It keeps Oz alive. In most places, there’s not nearly as much 
as there used to be, but it’s still there.” 

“Okay ...,” | said. It sort of made sense, but not really. 

“To use it,” she went on, “you just need to know how to 
find it. You need to gather it up and tell it what to do. It’s 
just unstable energy. Magic always wants to be something 
different from what it already is. It wants to change. That’s 
what makes it magic. And that’s what makes lighting a 
candle the simplest bit of magic you can do. You just take 
the energy, and you tell it what to be. In this case: heat.” 

It always wants to be something different from what it 
already is. Now that made sense to me. It reminded me of 


myself. 

| frowned at the candles. | stretched out my fingers and 
moved them through the still, slightly damp air around me, 
trying to get back to that place Nox had taken me to—that 
tingly, warm feeling. 

Nothing. 

“You have to want it,” Gert said. “Do you want it?” 

“Of course | want it,” | said. | did, didn’t I? | passed my stiff 
palm over the candles. 

Again, nothing happened. The wicks remained completely 
flame free. 

“Do you really, child?” 

“Why wouldn’t |?” 

“Forget about what you are supposed to do. Just do what 
comes naturally to you.” 

| slumped over. “Il hate to break it to you,” | said, “but 
none of this comes naturally to me.” 

“Amy,” she said. “It will. Soon. What you did in that cell 
with Mombi, part of that was the knife, yes. But an even 
bigger part of it was coming from you. You have the talent. 
Once you learn how to harness it properly, you'll be 
unstoppable.” 

| couldn’t help but remember the fact that | had hurt 
someone, or something. He deserved it, but still. It felt so 
easy in the moment. Maybe too easy. | remembered what 
Nox had told me, about how dangerous magic was, about 
how it corrupted people from my world. How they wanted 
more and more. It was magic that had made Dorothy who 
she was now. What would it do to me? What if, in training to 
fight Dorothy, | became just like her? 

“You're not Dorothy, dear,” Gert said. | felt myself shiver 
involuntarily. She must have overheard my thoughts. “Don’t 
worry. l'II make sure you never become her.” | wondered if 
Gert was making this promise just to stop me from worrying, 
or if it was a promise she could keep. “Which leads us to a 


very important question.” She paused, and looked me up 
and down appraisingly. “Who are you?” she finally asked. 

| pulled back, surprised at the question. “What?” 

“If you're not Dorothy, then who are you?” 

| didn’t know how to respond. “Um,” | said. “I’m Amy?” 

“I bet there are a million Amys where you are from, dear. 
Amy is what you are called.” Gert laughed liltingly. “One 
thing you have to understand,” she said, “is that all magic 
users have our own specialties. We each have our own 
affinities for certain kinds of magic. It has to do with your 
personality. Once you understand what kinds of magic 
you're best suited for, it will be easier. But before you can 
do that, you need to know who you are. The essence of 
what makes you you. So. Who are you?” 

| thought about it. Before I’d gotten to Oz, | would have 
been able to answer the question more easily, | think. But | 
also think | might have answered it wrong. Now, | didn’t 
know where to begin. 

Was | the Amy Gumm I’d always been, who took care of 
my mother even though | sometimes hated every vomit-y, 
thankless moment of it, who got by in school not even 
breaching the surface of all that potential that Dr. Strachan 
said | had? Was | Salvation Amy, the girl who always took 
the bait when Madison Pendleton pushed me too far? The 
girl who couldn’t keep her mouth shut literally when her life 
depended on it? The girl whose future looked as bleak as 
the Kansas sky she stared at every night through her tiny 
circular trailer window? 

Or was | someone more extreme, someone | never 
imagined—a killer. A warrior. A girl who could stab someone 
in the face and know that she was doing the right thing? A 
girl who had strength she never even knew about? 

“Who am | supposed to be?” | asked. 

“It’s not a matter of who you’re supposed to be. The truth 
is, | already know exactly who you are. But my telling you— 


that won’t do you any good at all. You have to be the one to 
figure it out. Here, try again. Light the candles.” 

| focused in on myself. | imagined the candles flickering 
and then lighting up. 

But still, nothing happened. 

Gert’s face didn’t betray any expression. | searched it for 
disappointment, but | couldn’t find any at all. She just 
clapped her hands together and smiled. “I think that’s 
enough for today,” she said. “You'll meet with Glamora next. 
Now that should be interesting.” 

| shrugged and stood up. As | got to the doorway, though, 
| turned back around to face Gert one more time. 

“What about you?” The question that had been bouncing 
around in my mind came tumbling out just like that. “Are 
you really a Wicked witch?” | asked. “You said you were, but 
... you don’t seem Wicked to me.” 

Gert’s smile faded. “That’s a complicated question,” she 
replied shortly, averting her eyes. 

“I think | can handle complicated at this point,” | said. 

She just sighed. “They used to call me the Good Witch of 
the North,” she said. “But that was a long time ago.” 

“What happened to you?” What makes a Good witch turn 
Wicked? And if she couldn’t stop herself from Wickedness, 
how could she stop me from following Dorothy’s path? 

“I knew Dorothy when she was young, when she first 
came here. When all she talked about was home. But | saw 
something else in her even then—she wasn’t honest with 
herself about what she wanted. She said she wanted home 
but she also wanted recognition. She wanted the world to sit 
up and recognize what she’d done. She couldn’t get that in 
her world so she came back to ours. But here she was living 
in the shadow of Ozma. So she neutralized Ozma and took 
the reins herself. But even that wasn’t enough for her. She 
wanted more.” 

“| want things, too.” 


“You want things to be right. There may be a boy you 
want to kiss, or you may want your mother to get better. But 
you don’t have what she has—more wanting than would fill 
that Kansas of yours, I’d imagine.” 

“What if you’re wrong?” | asked quietly. 

“I’m not wrong.” Gert’s voice was firm, unwavering. “Now 
go. You need to get all the rest you can before meeting with 
Glamora tomorrow.” 

Was Gert still Good? | wondered, and if not, why? Her 
mouth formed a thin firm line that said she would not be 
answering anything else, at least not today. | found myself 
turning and leaving the room—and not of my own volition. 
Gert’s invisible hand gave me a push. 


Back in my own quarters, | was more tired than | should 
have been. Somehow, | was even more exhausted than I’d 
been after that morning’s training session with Nox. By the 
time I'd finished wolfing down the bowl of tasteless green 
gruel that had materialized in my room, | was so exhausted 
that instead of bothering to take my clothes off, | collapsed 
into the bed still dressed. 

My bed was barely a bed at all—it was just a bunch of 
pillows and sheets piled into a sunken pit in the middle of 
my room. But I'd already discovered it was more 
comfortable than any mattress I’d ever slept on. Sinking into 
it felt like sinking into a dream. 

Despite how tired | was and despite how good it felt to 
finally get to lie down, | heard Gert’s thoughts echoing in my 
head as | tried to settle into sleep. Who are you? | should 
have had an answer to that. Everyone should have an 
answer to that. But I didn’t. 


My first lesson with Glamora was something completely 
different. 

When | stepped into her room the next morning, she 
looked up from behind a jewel-encrusted vanity that was 


unlike anything else in the caves. 

Actually, Glamora’s entire quarters were like nothing else 
in the caves. It was pretty easy to forget we were 
underground at all. 

There were rugs hanging from the walls of the cave in rich 
purples and reds, and carpeting the floor. Her bed was 
heaped with white fur, and there was a whole wall covered 
with mirrored closets so stuffed with dresses that the doors 
were all standing half open. One just contained jewelry, 
necklaces and rings and earrings spilling out onto the floor. 

She stood from her vanity and moved to a tufted couch 
with a mirrored table before it. She stared at it and a tea set 
appeared. She beckoned me to sit. 

“What are we doing?” 

“We're having tea.” 

As | sat down, a tiered tray of pastries poofed into 
existence right next to the tea set. The tray was laden with 
inside-out sandwiches and square doughnuts and little 
scones with what looked like gold-leaf chips. 

My mouth watered. After practically starving in Dorothy’s 
dungeons the idea of eating something that didn’t taste like 
sulfur weakened my curiosity. Why not just sit and eat with 
the crazy purple witch? But was she trying to get to know 
me? Was this some kind of supernatural test | wasn’t even 
aware of yet? Would we read the tea leaves when we 
finished the tea? 

| was so hungry that | reached out for a tiny cookie that 
looked like a little pane of stained glass. Glamora slapped 
my hand away. 

“Wait till the hostess pours before you touch anything,” 
she ordered. “You'll need to be careful of even the smallest 
of gestures when you begin your mission. Everything you do 
will be watched. You'll need to get close to Dorothy, and 
Dorothy is smarter than she looks. Anything could give you 
away.” She finally gestured for me to eat and | took a bite of 
one of the gorgeous petits fours. The flavors changed 


magically in my mouth, from layer cake to chocolate sorbet 
to some kind of banana pudding. 

This all came as news to me. No one had told me the plan 
yet. “So I’m going to be going, like, undercover or 
something?” | asked, my mouth still half full of pastry. 
Glamora looked at me disapprovingly and didn’t answer my 
question. 

“Don’t talk with your mouth full. Now, pour me a cup of 
tea.” 

We spent the next few hours reviewing manners— 
certainly something | had zero experience with back home. 
How to walk, how to speak. How to serve. She taught me 
how to curtsy and even how to /ook at Dorothy. 

While the lesson with Gert had been full of conversation, 
almost like hanging out with a friend, Glamora was all 
business, barely even pausing on one topic before she’d 
moved on to the next. By the time it was over, my head was 
swimming with what felt like useless information. 

And there was going to be a lot more where that came 
from. As | was leaving, she handed me a stack of books— 
architecture, art, etiquette, and a couple of novels. 

“Everyone in Oz under the age of two hundred has read 
these. We'll discuss them all next time.” She sat back down 
at her vanity and turned away from me, toward the mirror. 
Her hairbrush picked itself up and began brushing her hair. 

What was | going to do, challenge Dorothy to trivia? Bore 
her to death? 

“All of these?” | asked incredulously. It would take me at 
least a month to read ha/f of what she’d given me. 

“You'll manage,” Glamora said. “And one more thing. | 
don’t think you like me very much. And | know you don’t 
trust me. That’s a good thing. You shouldn’t trust me. But 
you shouldn’t trust anyone else here either. Every smile, 
every kind word—every cookie—it’s all done with one goal. 
And that’s a dead princess.” 

“I know that,” | said defiantly. “What’s your point?” 


“My point is that in Dorothy’s world, words like Good and 
Wicked are meaningless,” Glamora replied. As she ran her 
brush through her hair, it began to deepen in color, from 
fiery red to a deep, rich auburn. She smiled sweetly as she 
spoke, like she was trying to do me a favor. 

| knew what she was doing. She was trying to shake my 
faith in Gert. But why? 


CHIEN 


“What is wrong with that woman?” | asked Nox as he 
escorted me to dinner on the night of my first lesson with 
Glamora. He took the books she’d given me and they 
dematerialized into thin air—l presumed back to my room 
where I could study them later. 

He looked at me wryly. “You got yourself beat up and 
you're learning how to do magic—but you’re mad about 
reading a couple of books?” He laughed. “Glamora should 
be the easiest part of your day.” But the corner of his mouth 
was turned up just barely in a way that suggested he knew 
exactly how difficult Glinda’s twin could be. 

“There’s just something about her,” | said. “Something 
that creeps me out.” 

“She’s Glinda’s twin,” he replied. “What do you expect? 
Imagine having your other half turn on you, and knowing 
that one day you'll have to face her in battle.” 

| stopped in the hallway. Nox turned to look at me, his face 
aglow from the tracks of fire that lit our way from above. 
There was the barest hint of impatience beneath his cool 
surface. | picked at it like a scab. 

“Gert asked me who | was, but the truth is | don’t know 
who any of you are. Not really. And | don’t even know one 
detail of this big plan that supposedly hinges on me.” 

“You don’t have to know every turn of the road in order to 
walk down it.” 

“It would help to know the destination.” 


“You do—we’re taking down Dorothy.” 

“You know what | mean. Can’t you drop the good soldier 
crap for a second and just be a person?” 

He paused for a second, as if seriously considering the 
question. Finally, he said, “Only Mombi and Gert know the 
whole plan. The rest of us only know pieces. That way if 
someone gets caught, all isn’t lost.” 

“But what if—?” The sound of Glamora clinking a glass 
prevented me from asking more questions. 

“Some stories aren’t mine to tell,” Nox said curtly. Then, 
as if feeling bad, he added, “Welcome to your first official 
dinner with the Revolutionary Order of the Wicked.” And 
with that, he led me into the dining room. 

The dining room was formal like Glamora. But spooky, too. 
The table was a round piece of slate suspended in air in the 
center of the cave. The walls were a warm chocolate brown 
with real live honeysuckle flowers growing all over. The table 
was set with black china. Another upside-down tree was 
Suspended over the table. 

Mombi, Gert, and Glamora were already seated. 

Nox nodded toward a chair and then took the one next to 
it. | sat down nervously. 

| hadn’t had a sit-down dinner with my mom since | was 
twelve. Our trailer only had a foldout table that Mom had 
covered with tabloids and unpaid bills. 

Gert mumbled a few words under her breath, and our 
glasses filled with red liquid. | guessed if we were old 
enough to fight, we were old enough to drink wine. 

The plate in front of me was again piled with green goo. At 
least | had a reason to appreciate Glamora now. Her tea 
parties might be the only appetizing food I'd be getting from 
here on out. 

“Well .. . how did our girl do?” Mombi asked, looking at 
me. 

“She had absolutely no manners,” said Glamora crisply, 
all too eager to answer first. “Whatever they were teaching 


her on that tin farm, they should be ashamed.” 

They weren’t teaching me anything. If | followed Mom’s 
example | wouldn’t even know how to use a fork. When she 
actually bothered to eat, Mom’s food of choice was Bugles 
right out of the bag. Or if | pushed hard enough, cereal right 
out of the box. 

“But she has fine bone structure. Don’t you think, Nox?” 
Glamora continued, winking at Nox. 

| swallowed a gulp of the wine, which tasted vaguely like 
flowers. Did Glamora actually just give me a compliment? 
And what was with the winking? 

“Amy has great potential,” Gert jumped in. 

Potential was a word that had hovered over my head for 
the last five or six years at school. Wasted potential. Had it 
followed me here? 

Mombi pressed the subject. “Did she accomplish anything 
without your aid?” 

“No, but she will,” Gert said. 

Mombi sighed. 

“We don’t have much time.” 

“It’s just that for a girl who says so much, she does not 
yet know herself.” 

Ouch. It sounded different when Gert said it just to me 
instead of saying it in front of everyone else. Plus, they were 
talking about me as if | weren’t sitting right in front of them. 

Nox cleared his throat. Here we go, | thought. Now he has 
a chance to really lay into my failures. 

“You can’t judge her now. She’s doing the best that she 
can under the circumstances.” 

The wineglass slipped in my hand. | caught it, but not 
before a few drops spilled on the table. Nox glanced at me 
and raised an eyebrow. Was he seriously defending me? 

Glamora erased the spill with a wave of her hand. 

| looked up at Nox. It didn’t make any sense. Mombi 
studied him appraisingly, as if she was just as surprised as 
me. 


“It takes most charges years to learn what we want her to 
do in a month,” he explained. “She isn’t even from here. 
What did you expect? No one can do that.” Suddenly | 
realized why he was being so nice. He genuinely sounded 
like he couldn’t wrap his head around the idea of me ever 
being a real witch. 

“You did,” Mombi countered. 

“| was a kid. It’s easier.” 

“Dorothy did,” Glamora added. 

“I can speak for myself!” | blurted. “And honestly, what do 
| really have to know how to do in order to be bait?” | had 
put it all together in my head. | was now a fugitive from the 
palace—and one who Dorothy had a very personal interest 
in. They wanted to use me to distract her. That had to be it. 

“l'm right. I’m bait, aren’t I?” 

Gert opened her mouth to answer—probably to say 
something comforting—but she stopped herself. She 
actually looked surprised, which was a real feat for someone 
who could read minds. But then | realized she wasn’t looking 
at me. | swiveled in my chair to follow her gaze and gasped. 
Standing behind me were two girls, dripping in blood. 

They weren't like any girls | had seen before. The tall one 
had red hair and a deep purple scar in the center of her 
forehead, about the size of a silver dollar and as smooth as 
exposed bone. The other girl had blonde hair and piercing 
green eyes and a small, heart-shaped mouth. But honestly it 
was hard to focus on that, because, while half of her face 
was flesh, like mine, the other half was made out of metal, 
the two sides bolted together with big, thick screws. Her 
neck was the same—divided down the center—and her left 
arm was metal too. | couldn’t see her legs under her pants, 
but | wondered if her whole body was the same way. 

The two girls were leaning against one another. Or rather, 
the tin girl was leaning into the taller one. | couldn’t see the 
wounds underneath all the blood, but she looked more hurt. 

Mombi was at the girls’ side in a blink. “Where? What?” 


r 


“Quadling Country. The Lion,’ 
the round scar. 

Mombi disappeared in a plume of smoke. Instead of 
helping the bloody girls, it was clear she’d gone to check out 
the where and the what. 

Nox twitched beside me at the word Lion. He leapt to his 
feet, Gert quick to follow. 

Nox picked the tin girl up in his arms. A smile flickered 
through the woozy pain on her face. 

“Melindra, it’s going to be okay. I’ve got you.” 

For the first time since | met him, Nox looked like he 
cared. 

Gert’s hand glowed as she touched the girl’s arm. “Let’s 
get her to the spring.” 

Before | knew it, the girls and Nox and Gert were gone. 
When I turned back to the table, Glamora leaned back in her 
chair and took another bite of the goo. 

Being abandoned with no explanation didn’t bother me. 
What bothered me, suddenly, surprisingly, was how much 
more Nox cared about helping this other girl. 


mumbled the tall girl with 


“Sit,” Glamora commanded at our next lesson, pointing to 
her vanity as we entered her cave. | was distracted, still 
irked by what had happened over dinner the night before. 
Those girls had shown up covered in blood and | was here to 
learn how to curtsy? | slouched away from her, knowing how 
much it would bother her. | didn’t sit. | touched her things 
instead. The vanity was covered with little glass figurines 
that looked like maybe they were once part of a really 
ornate chess set. | rolled a glass queen in my palms and 
heard a deep exhale from Glamora like she was trying to 
keep calm. | rolled my eyes, too. It was a small act of 
protest, but it registered like an earthquake for Glamora. 
“Sit,” she ordered again without raising her voice, but she 
snatched the figurine from my hand and placed it back on 
the vanity. The other figures moved back into place, too, on 


their own. | wondered if Glamora’s real gift wasn’t etiquette 
but some kind of witchy OCD. 

| obeyed this time, sitting on the chair but immediately 
twisting away from the mirror to face her. She took her hair 
out of its intricate bun and it fell in pretty waves well past 
her shoulders, framing the deep V of her purple dress and 
impressive cleavage. With her hair down she looked even 
more like her evil sister. 

“I| may not have Gert’s or Mombi’s gifts but | do have 
many things to teach you, my dear,” Glamora said. 

| reached for the queen figurine again. It moved away 
from me. 

Glamora sighed. “Showing is sometimes better than 
telling.” 

| looked up at her as she placed her perfectly manicured 
hands over her face and then pulled them away like she was 
playing peekaboo with a toddler. | gasped. Her right cheek 
had a lunar-shaped hole in it—I could see her tongue. | could 
see her perfect white teeth. 

“What happened to you?” | asked, horrified. 

“Family can hurt us better than anyone.” 

“Why would Glinda... What happened?” 

“Glinda wanted to make sure that no one mistook me for 
her anymore. Looking exactly like your enemy can 
potentially be an advantage when we are on the brink of 
war, and she didn’t want me to have that advantage.” 

Glamora didn’t seem embarrassed or ashamed of it—but 
letting me see her scar was clearly a big deal, especially for 
someone so beautiful. And Glamora was still beautiful, even 
with her face carved up. Beautiful was in the way that she 
moved and spoke. Beautiful was an action as well as a 
description. 

“Why don’t you use the spring?” | asked carefully. 

Glamora ran her fingers over the scar almost lovingly. 
“When she faces me, | want her to face what she’s done.” 


| shook my head. “I’ve seen her. I’ve seen what she’s 
become. You don’t really think she’ll see this and beg for 
forgiveness, do you?” 

| wondered if she was hoping that there was some part of 
her that still did. That was hoping Glinda would see the scar 
and be sorry. | knew a little about hoping for that—and | 
knew a lot about being disappointed. 

Glamora laughed, a big bell of a laugh that went up so 
high that | felt like | needed to cover my ears. 

“There is no more room for forgiveness. Not for me. | want 
the scar to be the last thing she sees before | end her.” 

Glamora’s eyes studied mine, waiting for some kind of 
reaction. 

“She didn’t kill you,” | said slowly. “She was clearly close 
enough to do that. But she didn’t kill you.” 

“When you're a witch and a twin, you’re connected. | used 
to be able to see what she was doing, | could feel when she 
was in pain. But since she did this, | don’t feel her anymore. 
| don’t see her anymore. There’s a chance that if the knife 
went all the way through me, then it would go all the way 
through her as well. Killing me could very well end her own 
life.” 

“But isn’t that true for you, too? If you go after her, you 
could kill yourself.” 

“That’s the difference between us. | wouldn’t hesitate if 
the outcome was ridding the world of her evil.” 

| stared at Glamora as she touched her cheek and the scar 
disappeared, and she looked perfect and whole once again. 

When | first saw Glamora just a few days ago, | thought 
she was the scariest thing in the world because | had 
thought she was Glinda. But now that I’d seen the real 
Glamora, | wondered if maybe she was scarier than Glinda 
after all. 

“Now let’s get started, shall we?” She put her hand on my 
Shoulder and gently turned me around to face the mirror. 
There were only two mirrors back home in the trailer. The 


broken one in our tiny bathroom and the one over my ten- 
million-year-old dresser that was warped and had a kind of 
fun-house quality that made my face appear even narrower 
than usual. | spent as little time as possible looking into 
either one of them. 

This mirror was different. Or maybe | was. 

| caught my breath. There was something tough in my 
eyes. Tougher than before if that was even possible. The 
pink was washing out of my hair, giving way to dirty blonde. 

Cheap hair dye. 

“Very pretty,” Glamora said, looking at me without an 
ounce of irony or fake sincerity. 

| tried to get out of the chair, but she put her hands on my 
Shoulders and pushed me down. 

“Very pretty,” she repeated with the same certainty as 
Gert when she'd asked me who | really was. Like she wanted 
to make sure | believed her. Like she somehow knew that no 
one had actually called me that in my entire sixteen years. 

Since | got here, Glamora had been judging my every 
move based on some crazy standard of etiquette. So the 
kind words threw me. 

“What’s underneath is everything, Amy. But that doesn’t 
mean you can’t enhance it. Beauty has its own kind of 
magic. And the appearance of something can have power, 
too.” 

She tossed her own hair, and it changed from deep 
auburn to pale lavender. Then back again. 

She touched my hair. 

“What will it be?” 

“You don’t like the pink?” 

“When | first saw you, Amy Gumm, your hair was the thing 
that gave me hope for you. For all of us.” 

“Seriously?” 

Glamora scrunched up her perfect nose as if hair color 
were something too sacred to make light of. 


“When Dorothy landed here in that precious gingham 
number | knew she was trouble.” 

“You knew Dorothy when she first arrived?” 

“Back then | was where my sister was. That is, until she 
found her place at Dorothy’s side. No one else sensed it, | 
don’t think—but | did. Something about that much 
sweetness didn’t feel right. But you, you didn’t have an 
ounce of sweetness and that hair was just the exclamation 
point.” 

“Thank you?” | said. “I think.” 

“It is a compliment. I’d take a million Mombis over one 
Dorothy. | don’t know about your tin farm, but here, sugar 
can be a poison.” She fluffed out my hair with her hands, as 
if shaking off the Dorothy cloud that passed over her face. 

“I want to keep it. I like the pink,” | said, more brightly 
than | usually said anything. 

Glamora’s fingers passed through my hair, adjusting the 
color—first blue, then green, then back to pink—a better 
pink—with depth of color and shine that my hair had never 
had even when it was its natural color, the dirtiest of 
blondes. Now it was just north of cotton-candy pink. | 
remembered rinsing out my hair in the sink of the trailer just 
a few days and a tornado ago. | had thought that changing 
my hair would change something about my gray little life. 
And now? Now | had the perfect shade of pink and more 
change than | knew what to do with. 

She blinked and my cheeks were rosier. Again and my lips 
were a deep red gloss. And again and a delicate pattern of 
green and gray shadow made half-moons over my eyes. And 
again and my lashes seemed to grow a quarter of an inch. 
One more time and glitter showered from above me. 

Glitter made me think of Madison. Sparkling like a damn 
disco ball in the hallway back at school— 

But then | saw that Glamora’s glitter was nothing like 
Madison’s. It knew exactly where to go—highlighting just 
above my cheekbones, my eyelids. Dusting my clavicle and 


Shoulder blades. Complementing what she did with the 
makeup. Not like blush but like something more natural. Or 
rather, supernatural. 

In the mirror, | saw Nox appear in the mouth of the cave. | 
hadn’t seen him since yesterday, when he’d disappeared 
with the injured girl. 

“Is she... ?” | asked, turning to face him. 

Nox’s mouth opened but nothing came out as he stared at 
me. 

Glamora giggled. 

Nox found his voice. 

“She’s doing fine,” he said with a cough. “The wounds 
were deep, but she’s strong.” 

Glamora’s eyes lit up on Nox. “What wonderful timing you 
have. Doesn’t she look beautiful?” She winked, but | 
couldn’t tell if it was at Nox or at me. 


Soon after Nox’s arrival Glamora had declared we were done 
for the day so Nox walked me back to my room—but that 
could have been because my room was on the way to his 
room. 

| wondered what Nox’s room looked like. He probably slept 
on the floor or some austere stone slab like the one back in 
my cell in the Emerald City. 

Nox didn’t comment on my makeover. 

“What happened to them?” | asked Nox as we walked. 
“What was that scar in the middle of her forehead from? 
Why did the other one—why is she... did the Lion do that 
to her?” | thought of the girl’s bloody, half-tin face and 
shuddered. 

Nox shook his head. “Melindra’s been half tin for a long 
time. She is one of the few people to escape from the 
Scarecrow’s labs.” 

“The Scarecrow did that to her?” I’d seen him in the 
throne room. But he had looked pretty harmless compared 
to the Tin Woodman. 


He nodded and continued. “Annabel’s a Horner. Was a 
Horner—from Quadling Country. Their horns contained 
powerful magic. Dorothy offered large rewards for them. 
There aren’t any Horners anymore.” 

| tried to picture a unicorn horn in the center of Annabel’s 
pretty forehead. Magical or not, having something growing 
out of my forehead was not something that would have 
gone over well where | came from. But when | imagined 
someone trying to chop it off, | shuddered. Ollie’s wings, 
Melindra’s arm and face, Annabel’s horn—the body part 
count was rising every time | learned anything new about 
this place. 

“They're just kids,” | said slowly. “They should be going to 
school. They should be doing normal kid stuff like having fun 
and torturing girls like me.” 

Nox shook his head like the idea of kids being kids had 
never even been a possibility for any of them. He sighed 
and looked at me like | didn’t understand anything. “When 
Dorothy rolls through a town, she takes the adults—the 
people who can work. Some of them go to work for Glinda in 
the magic mines, or for Dorothy in the palace. Some of them 
get brought to the Scarecrow to be his toys.” 

“His toys?” 

“He got it in his big brain to ‘help’ Dorothy. Finding ways 
to extract magic. Helping the Tin Woodman build a better 
army. But in his spare time he experiments.” 

While | digested this he went back to Dorothy. “Sometimes 
she'll take some of the kids, too, but most of them get left 
behind.” 

“So you guys scoop them up and put them to work for you 
instead.” 

It sounded like an accusation, like | was judging them. And 
maybe | was. 

Nox nodded. 

“Is that really any better?” | asked. 


He just shrugged. “It was for me,” he said. “I was one of 
them. It was Mombi who found me. My parents were dead. | 
was almost dead myself. It was Mombi who taught me 
magic—taught me everything | know now. She taught me to 
be a person again. If it wasn’t for her... ,” he trailed off. 

| tried to imagine Nox as a little boy, but | couldn't. | 
couldn’t imagine him being carefree or vulnerable or 
innocent. | tried to imagine Mombi rescuing a little boy, 
taking him in, and being a mother to him. That was even 
harder to imagine. 

“And as repayment she made you fight?” 

“Dorothy took everything from me. Dorothy took 
everything from those kids back there. | choose to fight,” he 
said fiercely. 

Sometimes it felt like we were in the middle of some 
argument that | had already lost. He was just so sure of 
everything. But what if he was sure about something that 
was more wrong than right? | didn’t know what to say to 
that so | didn’t say anything until we got to the opening of 
my cave. | dragged my fingers through my freshly colored 
hair and mumbled a good night. 

“I liked it before.” 

“What?” | asked, turning back to him. 

“That face.” 

“My face?” He liked my face before? Was this a setup for 
some kind of insult? 

“Don’t get me wrong, Glamora’s magic is effective. But 
its almost a shame to see it change. | haven’t seen one 
with so much written there—every thought right there on 
the surface. It’s a rare thing in a place like this.” For the first 
time | didn’t think that he was trying to hurt me. Maybe he 
spoke only one language. The truth, and nothing but. It had 
stung like hell, but it made what he was saying now sound 
all the more real. In a place like this, that little bit of truth 
might be a compass in an upside-down world. 


“But | suppose Glamora’s thinking ahead. If you’re going 
to fight Dorothy, you need to build a wall instead of a 
window.” 

“Is that what you did?” 

He shrugged noncommittally. 

“| don’t think mine was ever a window.” His chin jutted up 
the tiniest bit further into the air, like he was rising above 
something. 

| wanted to know what. But he was already walking away. 


NETEEN 


The next day | woke to see that Glamora’s makeoever had 
stuck. Pink cheeks, perfect hair. But the change in my 
appearance didn’t help me with my lessons. 

In the morning | saw Nox for training, which resulted in 
more bruises for me to wash off in the spring. With Gert, | 
still wasn’t able to produce any magic. Finally, almost out of 
sympathy for me, she cast a listening spell with the snap of 
her fingers and we listened to Glamora singing in her room. 
Later, | found some small success with Glamora. | poured 
tea without spilling a drop. 

After dinner | found a trunk in my room filled with dresses. 
A note in Glamora’s purple cursive said Wear one. 

Was it a reward? Was it possible that in all my classes, | 
was doing best at the etiquette? If Mom could see me now . 


| sifted through the gowns and pulled out a pretty pale 
gray one that somehow complemented my hair. It was 
strapless silk and floor-length. Although | wasn’t much of a 
fan of dresses, this one seemed to know exactly where to 
hug and exactly where to fall. | didn’t know if magic could 
be woven into fabric or not, but it was perfect. 

A few seconds later, a bat wearing a purple ribbon flew in, 
landing on my bed. 

It wore a note around its neck, written in the same purple 
script: Follow me. 


| followed the bat deeper into the labyrinth of the 
mountains into a cave | hadn’t been in before. It was totally 
Glamora, grand, like old movie Grand-with-a-capital-G. A 
real crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, and a bank of 
what | could only guess were windows along one wall 
overlooked a stunningly realistic panorama of the Emerald 
City. But the real spectacle was beneath my feet. The floor 
was made of glass, and underneath it was rushing water. It 
must be the water that fed the spring. The effect was like 
standing on top of a river. It made me dizzy—for a second | 
almost lost my balance. 

“It’s not nearly the same as my ballroom back home, but 
it will have to do. .. .” | Spun around at the sound of 
Glamora’s voice to find her in the corner, watching me. 

Just then, Nox appeared in the doorway of the cave. 

“You didn’t wear the suit?” Glamora accused sweetly. 

Nox made a face and shook his head, as if whatever she’d 
left for him was too awful for him to even consider. 

Glamora waved her arms and music filled the air. It was 
somewhere between jazz and pop with a soulful pretty voice 
that wrapped and unwrapped itself around the beat. It was a 
love song. If | didn’t know better | would think that Glamora 
was trying to play at matchmaking.... 

“Very well, but a gentleman never keeps a lady waiting,” 
Glamora insisted. 

| stifled a laugh, not sure which was funnier: the idea of 
me being a lady or him being a gentleman. 

But the laugh didn’t escape because Nox was striding 
toward me, rearrranging his face and his swagger to make it 
seem like this was his idea entirely. 

He gave a little bow. His pointy hair didn’t even move 
when he bent over. | curtsied, determined not to give in too 
easily to what must be another one of Glamora’s etiquette 
lessons. 

Nox took my hand and pulled me closer, putting a sure 
hand on the small of my back, steadying me. We began to 


dance. | breathed him in against my will. He smelled like the 
healing spring back in the caves, fresh and alive and full of 
magic. 

Glamora called orders at us after every rotation we made 
around the room. 

“Posture!” 

“| don’t know how they dance where you’re from, but here 
in Oz no one leads.” 

“You are equal partners in the dance. In the circle. In life.” 

| couldn’t help but laugh at that one. 

“Are you ever serious?” Nox finally demanded, but even 
he was starting to break under Glamora’s ridiculous 
instruction. 

“Are you ever note?” 

The dance wasn’t quite a waltz—something that I’d never 
done but had seen in enough old movies on TV. It was more 
of an elaborate pentagram that crisscrossed the room over 
and over. 

Another couple appeared beside us—a pretty woman with 
caramel skin and green hair, and a handsome man beside 
her in a top hat. | opened my mouth to ask who they were. 

“Illusions,” whispered Nox as a Munchkin appeared behind 
him. 

“Look at your partner!” Glamora barked. 

In seconds the ballroom had filled with fake couples, 
Swirling around us. 

It made sense that Nox could do this. He was the most 
coordinated, most physical being I|’d ever met. But still, with 
every step we took in unison, | grew more aware of him. 
Even if he was annoying, and arrogant, and too serious all 
the time, | had to admit it: he was hot. 

| didn’t look up. | didn’t want him to see anything other 
than indifference in my eyes. 

Prom was coming up in a couple of months back at school. 
There were already posters in the halls with a really cheesy 
silhouette of a couple lit from behind by the moon. The 


theme was “A Night to Remember.” | was never going to go 
to prom anyway. And it’s not like anyone would be dancing 
even remotely like we were now. But | suddenly realized that 
this might be as close as | would come to “A Night to 
Remember.” Dancing with a witch boy who didn’t want me 
here. 

As we danced, | dared to steal glances at his face. In this 
moment, Nox didn’t look like he didn’t want me here. Maybe 
it was years of Glamora instruction, and he was simply good 
at being a gentleman. Maybe it was the tapping of her foot 
to the music against the floor that was almost hypnotic. But 
he didn’t look completely tortured. 

“Remember,” Glamora said, her voice floating across the 
dance floor. “This isn’t a battle. Unless it is—in which case 
you should still keep your eyes on one another, to make 
sure that no one makes a move that isn’t wanted.” Glamora 
laughed, like it was an inside joke with herself. 

Nox’s face shifted suddenly, like he was remembering 
something. 

“You think that you’re too good for us,” Nox said, the 
brightness of his voice not matching up with his words. 

“Excuse me?” No one ever thought | was too good for 
anything. | grew up in a freaking trailer. 

“Gert says you’re holding back. You’re afraid to be like 
us.” 

“That’s not true. I’m afraid to be like Dorothy. Not the rest 
of you.” 

“You're already like us, you Know. You wished for this. You 
wished to be as far away from your mom as you could get 
and your wish came true.” 

“How do you know that? And anyway, that doesn’t make 
me Wicked. Or formerly Wicked either,” | argued. | tried to 
drop his hand but he wouldn’t let me go. 

“You're afraid to do anything but wish for things to happen 
to you. You wish you could go show up on your dad’s 
doorstep, meet his new wife and new kid—you wish you 


” 


could say all the things you want to say to him. You wish you 
could have left your mom on your own. You’ve wanted to 
run away for almost as long as you can remember. But it 
took a tornado to do it. You couldn’t even make that happen 
on your own.” 

He gripped my hands even tighter and pushed me forward 
in the dance like | was a puppet. 

Why was he Saying all this? More importantly, how did he 
know? 

Gert. Nox wasn’t in my head reading my thoughts. Gert 
was. She’d fed him my secrets, my entire life it seemed. 

| had never done anything, he was right. | did go through 
my life just reacting to other people. When | was young | 
had escape plans—big, grand, dumb ones. | was going to 
start fresh somewhere where no one knew me and no one 
would call me Salvation Amy. But that part didn’t sting as 
much as the Dad thing did. | did think about going to visit 
him, all the time. I'd have some excuse like | was selling 
candy for school. And | would see the life he left us for. The 
pretty wife who was no prettier than Mom before she started 
with the pills. The little girl or boy, technically my sister or 
brother, who she was pregnant with when they moved away 
to Jersey. | was going to show up and meet them and warn 
that little girl or boy that one day Dad would get tired of him 
or her, too. 

Glamora tapped her foot on the glass floor to the beat of 
the music. “You’re losing the beat, Amy.” 

Nox leaned in and dropped his voice to whisper words that 
| hadn’t heard since | stepped into Oz. 

“Am | right, Salvation Amy?” 

The room spun. | wasn’t sure if | was dizzy from him or 
from my anger. | dropped his hand. 

He reached for me—but his hand missed me completely 
and grabbed the air next to me. 

| was standing in a new spot. Across the room from where 
| started. 


“What the hell? How did!... ?” 

Had I|—? Was it possible—? Had | moved myself across the 
room? 

Don’t you see? You did it. | heard Gert’s voice. She 
appeared in the center of the room. She’d been here all 
along. | felt hot. More specifically, my hands felt hot from 
casting the spell. 

She had done this on purpose, made Glamora and Nox 
bring me to this room and beat at me until | couldn’t take it 
anymore. Like dipping me under the spring, she did what 
she thought she needed to do. But this time she’d gone too 
far. 

The room spun again. My hands got hotter—light seemed 
to shoot from them. Not the gentle glow I’d seen from Gert. 
A searing red glow. Like darts of fire. 

The fire darts seemed to be seeking Nox. But Nox lit up 
with a weird blue light of his own and the darts seemed to 
deflect off him. More darts came off my hands even though | 
wasn’t actually directing them. They shot straight up into 
the air and showered down like firecrackers. 

I was angry. Too angry. No-turning-back angry. 

| wanted to run away from him, from Gert, from all of 
them, but | couldn’t move. Nox made a beeline toward me 
and grabbed my glowing hands with his own. In a blink we 
were standing outside the caves on the same spot he’d 
taken me the first day of training—the peak of the 
mountain, this time looking out into a deep black sky dotted 
with strange constellations where the familiar ones should 
have been. 

These stars were different from any stars back home. For 
one thing, they were brighter. For another thing, where the 
constellations | was used to never seemed to match the 
images they were supposed to resemble, these formed 
themselves into clear pictures the longer you gazed at 
them. There was a horseshoe and a bear and a tiger and a 
dragon, all as clear as pictures in a book. 


“Gert thought home was stopping you from doing magic. 
We had to push. We had to know.” He pointed into the 
distance. “Look. That one’s always been my favorite.” As he 
pointed, a group of bright-white pinpricks rearranged 
themselves into the image of a bicycle. As | looked at it, a 
memory came back to me: my mother teaching me to ride a 
bike when | was five, before we’d moved to Dusty Acres. 

It was the first time lI’d ever tried it without the training 
wheels, and Mom had promised to hold on so | didn’t fall. 
But at some point, as I’d raced down the hill, the wind in my 
hair, I’d let out a whoop of triumph. | was doing it. It was 
only at that moment that I’d realized Mom had let go. | was 
on my own. 

That was when | went crashing to the curb. When | 
crawled back to my feet, my knee scraped and bloody, my 
bike in a tangled heap on the ground, I’d looked up the hill 
to see my mom standing at the top, clapping for me. 

| had been pushing back thoughts of Mom on a regular 
basis now. All Gert’s talk of forgiveness had planted a seed 
that | did not want to let grow. I’d told myself that all I’d 
been thinking about was where my fist was going next. 
About trying to light a candle just by thinking about it and 
remembering all the stuff in all the books Glamora had 
given me. 

But it wasn’t true. She was still there no matter how much 
| didn’t want her to be. And now, standing on the top of the 
mountain with Nox, all | could think about was my mother. 

| was an idiot. For a few minutes | had been thinking about 
prom and dancing with Nox and how he maybe didn’t hate it 
—and he was just following witchy orders. 

And somehow that almost made me more angry. 

“It matters how you do this,” | said through clenched 
teeth, staring him down. “What you do to get there. You 
can’t just ki// someone. The ends do not make it okay.” 

His eyes shifted away from mine and then back again. | 
Saw something pass over his face. Guilt. Regret. No, it was 


maybe something else—like curiosity or realization—like he 
was happening upon completely new information. 

Like it had never occurred to him that | would be hurt or 
mad or anything like that. Like being able to do magic 
trumped everything. 

“We're the only ones willing to take her down. The only 
ones capable. It’s us or nothing. We’re doing one bad thing 
for the good of Oz.” 

“Do you ever not speak the witch party line—do you ever 
make a decision that is all your own?” 

His eyes flicked away from mine. 

“Do you always ask so many questions?” 

“Do you ever ask any? You know absolutely everything 
there is to know about me and | don’t know anything about 
any of you. Not really.” 

The cockiness from the dance floor was gone. He slipped 
out of it so easily it was a Surprise. 

“Do you really want to know who I am?” he asked. 

| should have said no and backed away from him. But 
even though | was mad at him, | still wanted to crack him 
open and see what was inside. | nodded. 

“I'm not Nox.” 

“What?” 

“Nox is just the name Mombi gave me. | don’t remember 
my real name. | remember my parents. Their faces. The way 
they smelled and sounded. | remember the day that they 
were taken from me. But my name washed away with them. 
And there’s no one alive who remembers it.” 

“Nox...” 

“It was in the beginning. When Glinda and Dorothy were 
just starting to mine everything and everywhere. Glinda 
hadn't figured it out yet. She wasn’t using the Munchkins. 
She was just using her own magic to mine magic. She 
blasted a hole in the center of the town and boom. She hit 
the water table. Everything flooded. We climbed up to the 
roof. There was this old weather vane up there that was so 


rusty it didn’t even move when the wind blew. | remember 
my mother told me to hold on to it no matter what. And | 
did. But my mom didn’t. Or couldn’t. | wanted to let go, too, 
but | held on like she told me to. When the water went 
down, no one in the village was left except me.” 

| inhaled sharply. 

“Did Mombi find you then?” 

“Later, much later | think. | went from town to town. | stole 
when I had to eat. | slept where | could. Sometimes people 
were good to me. And sometimes they were horrible. Mombi 
Saved me during one of those horrible times. | stumbled 
upon the wrong town. The Lion was there. But so was 
Mombi.” 

He glanced up at me, then looked away sharply. He didn’t 
want my pity. 

“What | said back there when we were dancing—l’m sorry 
| had to do that. | needed to get a reaction from you. You’ve 
been fighting all along. You raised yourself. | had an army 
and three witches.” 

Something hit me all at once. “What Gert said about 
magic—how can you use it if you don’t know who you are?” 

“I know exactly who | am.” 

“But you said...” 

“I am a fighter. | am a member of the Revolutionary Order 
of the Wicked.” 

It occurred to me—maybe Mombi hadn’t rescued him out 
of the kindess of her heart. Maybe she had done it to make 
a perfect soldier. If all Nox had was a faded memory of some 
woman who may have been his mom, all Nox had ever 
really had was the Order. And all his magic came from there 
—from the person they made him. He was as pure as the 
magic that ran through the spring. He was all magic. Hardly 
a boy at all. He was the knife that he told me he could train 
me to be. 

| wasn’t sure if | pitied him or envied him. Would | trade 
away the few good memories of my mom to get rid of all the 


bad ones? | thought the answer was yes, but who would | be 
without those memories? Who was Amy Gumm without her 
past? 

| was running away from home. Nox was marching toward 
home. Home was battle for him. 

And maybe it was for me, too. 

Nox grabbed my hands suddenly. “Magic is just energy 
that wants to be something different,” he reminded me. “So 
take what you’re feeling right now and turn it into 
something different. Turn it into magic.” 

| looked at Nox. | wished this moment had been the 
starting place for today’s lesson. Not what he did on the 
dance floor. But | pushed that aside and | tried to do what I'd 
seen him do. Tried to do what | saw Glamora and Mombi and 
Gert do. Be both in my skin and a part of the magic around 
it. | felt the energy coursing through my body like warm 
water. | thought of my mother. | thought of the question 
Gert had posed: Who are you? 

| focused on my sadness, the sadness I’d felt for my whole 
life, and | willed it to be something different. To change. 

| thought of my mom again in the kitchen of our trailer, 
telling me what a disappointment | was. The image blotted 
itself out, becoming a fiery red light. 

And then it happened. It was snowing. White, glistening 
flakes were falling all around me, around me and Nox. He 
looked at me with an expression that was somewhere 
between pride and awe. 

“See?” he said quietly. 

| stretched my arms out and spun around, laughing. The 
snow was accumulating. 

“No one does this right away, not even me, 
quietly. “You have power.” 

| reached out my hand and let some flakes fall into it. It 
didn’t melt. It wasn’t snow, | realized. It was ash. 

| looked up at Nox in surprise. 

“Your fire burned up the sky,” he explained. 


” 


Nox said 


For a second, | was disappointed. Snow would have been 
so pure and beautiful. But ash made so much more sense 
with who | was. 

“We should get back. Gert’s going to want to talk to you,” 
he said suddenly. 

We walked back inside. | didn’t take his hand this time. I’d 
rather fall down in the dark. 


TWENTY 


When | got to Gert’s cave, she was standing in front of the 
scrying pool again. 

“Don’t be too mad at Nox. He did what | asked of him.” 

| could feel my anger bubbling up again, but | stayed in 
one place and my fingers didn’t feel like they were on fire. 
Yet. 

“I’m not even sure if Nox actually knows how messed up 
this is. But you do. Why did you do this? Why did you tell 
Nox all that stuff about me? He has no right to know!” | was 
somehow certain that Gert’s moral compass pointed north, 
but she was ignoring it for the cause. 

“Because we're running out of time,” she said simply, 
gazing calmly into my eyes. Every line in her round face was 
fixed in its sincerity and certainty. 

“So that justifies everything? You get to just root around in 
my head and mess with me because it’s convenient for 
you?” 

Gert shook her head. “I'm sorry, Amy. It’s funny—we 
actually need your sense of good around here. Things have 
gotten murky after so many years fighting her. We need 
someone to remind us that not everything is complicated.” 

She was apologetic for the hurt she’d caused me, but not 
the action. Did that mean that she would do it all over again 
if she had the chance? If it meant | would agree to take 
down Dorothy? 


“| couldn’t think of any other way. Magic can be triggered 
by our strongest emotions,” Gert said, turning away from 
me. “It worked, didn’t it?” 

Gert focused on her scrying pond. It was smaller than the 
one in the war room. Although | was still bristling with 
frustration over her witchy doublespeak, | moved closer to 
see what she was doing. Ripples began moving inward 
toward Gert’s finger as she mumbled words under her 
breath. 

A face began to appear in the water. | narrowed my eyes. 
A familiar face. 

“Mom,” | spat. 

There she was. Looking completely the opposite of the 
angry, pill-popping mess who had stormed away from our 
trailer. Before the tornado. Before Oz. It all felt like so long 
ago. 

She had a small Band-Aid on her forehead, her hair was 
pulled back in a ponytail, and she was wearing jeans and a 
pullover sweater I’d never seen before. She looked nice. She 
looked clean. But she looked sad, too. 

“Is it a trick?” | demanded without looking up. Maybe 
there was a part of me that couldn’t believe she had 
changed so much. Maybe there was a part of me that didn’t 
want to believe she had changed so much without me there 
to help her. 

“It’s not a trick, Amy.” 

“| thought there was no way to see the Other Place.” 

She waved a hand dismissively. “There are more things 
that can be done than people think. | can’t let the witches in 
on all of my secrets, now can |?” 

| reached out to my mother, feeling hopeful and scared at 
the same time. The water rippled through my fingers but | 
couldn’t touch her. 

The unfamiliar room she was standing in was small and 
gray and the furniture was that foam and wood kind that I’d 
seen in doctors’ offices. Where was she? Was she in a 


shelter? One of those places they put people who have been 
displaced by disaster? She was looking under the cushions 
of the couch, then she moved on to a tiny kitchen area and 
began rifling through the cabinets. 

My gut twisted. | knew what she was doing. She was 
looking for her stash. 

“| don’t need to see anymore,” | said. l’d seen this horror 
show before. But | couldn’t pull my eyes away. Her face lit 
up like she’d found what she was looking for. She pulled it 
out and held it at arm’s length. 

It was a sweater. My red one. It was a little too tight and 
had a tiny hole in the sleeve, but it was my favorite because 
it was the only thing | owned that was actually designer. It 
was dirty, covered in what looked like the red clay roads for 
which Dusty Acres was named. It had probably been tossed 
from the trailer during the cyclone. She hugged it to her 
chest. 

She wasn’t using. She was just missing me. 

| balled my fists in anger. | had spent years trying to clean 
her up. And the thing that finally made it happen was 
getting rid of me. 

“You can access magic from the good places as well as the 
bad, you know,” Gert said softly. 

| laughed. “Maybe you haven’t looked around in my head 
enough. There are no good places.” 

“You can decide what kind of magic you practice. Just like 
you can decide who you are. In the end, it’s really the same 
thing. But you don’t have to be angry.” 

“What if | want to be angry?” | snapped. “Don’t I have a 
right to be angry?” 

Gert just shrugged evenly, but I kept going. 

“Look at what | did back there when | was angry. | set the 
sky on fire and made it snow ash. Being angry works. It 
works a lot better than anything else I’ve tried.” 

“But imagine if you didn’t have to start there. Imagine if 
you got to start somewhere good.” 


“Yeah, well,” | said. “Il can imagine a lot of things. That 
doesn’t mean they’re possible.” 

“Anything is possible, dear. Look around you.” 

| laughed bitterly. “Oz—where all your worst nightmares 
can come true.” 

“Look at us,” Gert said, ignoring me. “We witches spent 
our lives fighting each other. Now we live under the same 
roof. Working together for something greater. It just goes to 
show...” 

| tried to imagine becoming besties with Madison 
Pendleton after years of her torturing me. | shook my head. 

But Gert wasn’t talking about Madison Pendleton, not 
really. She was talking about my mother. | felt like if | 
forgave her, | was just asking her to hurt me again. 

“Why are you pushing this?” | asked. “My mom’s a million 
miles away. It doesn’t matter.” 

“She’s the voice in your head.” 

“And you want yours to be in there instead?” 

“I want yours to be, Amy.” 

| refused to look at her, refused to be taken in by those 
warm, grandmotherly eyes. | knew what was behind them. 

| kept staring at the water but when Gert didn’t respond, | 
looked up to see her fading into white smoke. 

Well, clearly she was done with this conversation. | looked 
back down. The image of my mom was fading away. As it 
did, the water began to bubble. 

Steam began to rise from the roiling, angry water. The 
pool was boiling, and | knew it wasn’t part of Gert’s spell. | 
was the one doing it. 

Forgiveness can get you places, | guess. But sometimes 
you need to light a fire. 


| sank into my bed that night without bothering to change 
out of my gown. I’d seen Mom. I'd done magic. It bugged 
me that even now, my mom was tied to everything | did. 
Was she seriously still screwing with me from a gazillion 


miles away? | couldn’t blink away the image of her in the 
scrying pond, all cleaned up and holding on to my sweater. 
It made me sad. It made me miss her. But it didn’t magically 
erase the years of other, grimmer images. 

Sleep felt as far away as home. 

The next morning, | was almost glad to remember that | 
had a session with Nox. | needed to punch something. That | 
would get to punch Nox was an added bonus. 

On my way to the training room, Gert’s and Glamora’s 
voices wafted out at me as | passed Glamora’s chambers. 
Something about their tone—hushed, yet sharp and full of 
warning, like they were talking about something secret— 
made me stop just outside to listen in. 

“Don’t encourage it, Glamora.” 

“Whatever do you mean?” 

“You know exactly what | mean. That girl has more cracks 
in her than the road of yellow brick. Nox will break her in 
two.” 

“Or she'll break him. Don’t pretend you were never young. 
She has no real connection to any of us. But she and Nox— 
there’s something there.” 

“We are bound. She is warming to me—” 

“That’s not enough. You know that | have my own 
suspicions about exactly who it was that brought Amy to Oz. 
There are few people with enough power to summon 
someone from the Other Place, and if my hunch is correct, 
we both know that a simple binding won’t be enough to hold 
the girl to us. But | can think of a stronger glue... .” 

“She’s starved for it, certainly. But | don’t know if our boy 
is capable of love. He wasn’t built for it. We didn’t build him 
for it.” 

“It’s funny, Gert,” Glamora said. “All that mind reading, 
and you still can’t see inside the heart. Our boy is starved 
for it, too. He just doesn’t know it yet.” 

| backed away, shaking my head, and rushed down the 
hall. | did not feel that way about Nox. Maybe he wasn’t the 


total jerk I’d thought he was at first, but that didn’t mean 
anything. It definitely didn’t mean he felt anything for me. 


TWENTY- 
Z 


My pulse was still speeding when | got to the training cave. 
Seeing him was already going to be different after last night 
—dancing together, hearing his story for the first time, and 
feeling the magic that had finally surged through me. 

When I walked into the cave, he wasn’t alone. A glint of tin 
caught the light and blinded me for a second. It was the 
girls who had interrupted our dinner the other night, 
covered in blood. They looked fine now—better than fine. 
Annabel, the tall one with the unicorn scar, was stretching, 
while Melindra, the half-tin girl, leaned against the wall with 
her arms crossed, staring at me. 

Something about the way Melindra flicked open her metal 
lashes reminded me of Madison back home. Like she 
already hated me and we hadn't even met yet. 

“Melindra and Annabel will be joining us today,” Nox 
explained to me without looking up. “Melindra, Annabel,” 
Nox said. “This is Amy.” 

“We know who she is,” Melindra said. “The girl who fell 
out of the sky in a tin can to save us all.” There was 
something sarcastic in her voice, but there was something 
else, too—like she couldn’t decide whether she was 


Supposed to be suspicious of me or if she was hoping 
everything they said about me was true. 

“Nox told me that you escaped the Scarecrow’s labs,” | 
blurted. I’d been spending too much time with Glamora. One 
of her helpful hints about meeting new people was to tell 
them something you know about them. But for some reason 
| don’t think she meant bringing up that horrific time the 
person was tortured by a mad scientist Scarecrow. 

But Melindra suppressed a smile, and | could see that it 
wasn’t such a mistake at all. She was proud—proud of who 
she was and of what she had been through. 

“They wanted to make me join the Tin Man’s secret 
police,” Melindra said. “I wasn’t going to let that happen. So 
| got out of there and came here. No one’s ever done that 
before.” 

| was impressed. I’d needed Mombi’s help to escape, but 
this girl had done it on her own. | wanted to ask her how but 
now didn’t seem like the best time. 

“We need to see if Melindra and Annabel are ready to go 
back out there,” Nox said. 

“We're ready,” Annabel volunteered, without looking to 
Melindra to back her up. | couldn’t believe it—they’d been 
torn apart by the Lion, but there was still no question of not 
going back. 

“Okay, then show us what you’ve got. Amy can spar with 
the winner,” Nox said. He still hadn’t looked at me, and now 
he turned around to busy himself with the equipment. 

“Don’t even,” Annabel warned, watching my gaze follow 
Nox. 

“Don’t what?” | asked. 

The girls both giggled. It was weird to see the flesh-and- 
blood side of Melindra’s face contort in laughter while the 
metal side stayed stiff and emotionless. 

“What?” | asked again. 

“We've seen that look before,” Annabel said. “Trust me, 
it’s not worth it. Nox only cares about the cause. There’s no 


room inside him for anything else. Not that plenty of people 
haven't tried.” She shot Melindra a knowing glance. 

“’mnot...,” | started, but | could feel myself blushing. “I 
don’t...” 

| stopped myself. 

Nox returned, handing a knife to Annabel, who thanked 
him with a flirty smirk. Nox ignored it. Or maybe he just 
didn’t notice it in the first place. Melindra shook her head at 
the knife and instead offered up a clenched fist. As she lifted 
it to her chest, a thin, glittering blade folded out from the 
top of her wrist as easily as a bird would stretch its wings. 
She looked out at me from behind it with a smirk. 

Great, | thought. Melindra was a human Swiss Army knife, 
like Sword-Arm back in the palace. At least this one was on 
my side. She was on my side, right? 

| leaned against the wall and watched the girls spar. | felt 
myself shrinking, in danger of disappearing again. | didn’t 
want to have to fight either of them. They’d both been at 
this way longer than | had. Plus, they seemed to hate me. 

Why though? And what was Annabel trying to say about 
Nox? Was he playing me? Had every moment between us 
been planned to make me a better fighter? 

| heard Annabel scream and | looked up just in time to see 
Melindra’s blade slashing across her chest, a _ bright-red 
streak of blood blossoming on her shirt. And then, just like 
that, she disappeared in defeat. Off to the spring, | guess. 

Melindra didn’t drop her fighting stance. Nox looked over 
at me. 

“Your turn, Amy. Keep your elbows up. You’ve been 
dropping them. And Mel, you’re a half step behind where 
you usually are. Focus.” 

A few seconds later, it was me standing opposite 
Melindra, a knife from Nox in my hand. Although | had 
trained plenty of times with him before now, | was nervous 
to be facing someone new. 

| didn’t have time to be nervous: the fight had begun. 


Melindra was so light and fast on her tin feet that 
sometimes her metal and flesh seemed to blur together as 
she danced around me, landing jabs in my sides and chest. 

It was clear that she was using magic, too. | tried to 
summon the power I’d found the night before with Nox. | 
was pretty sure that | wasn’t allowed to set my opponent on 
fire, but other than misdirection, that was basically the only 
magic | knew how to do. Not that it was working now—| felt 
my hands go hot a few times, but no flame appeared. 

| dodged a blow from Melindra and something made 
contact with my shin—her metal meeting my bone. | made a 
desperate, errant swing and a miss at her flesh side before 
her other leg sideswiped mine, taking me down to the 
ground in an ungraceful heap. 

“What do you think, Nox?” Melindra put a hand on her hip 
triumphantly. “Still too slow? Am | ready now?” 

She reached out her hand to help me up. | ignored it and 
leapt to my feet. 

We went at it again. This time, Melindra moved even 
faster than before, slashing and diving and feinting around 
me as | stumbled forward like my feet were made of 
cement, struggling just to keep my balance and avoid her 
blade as it whipped through the air in every direction. 

“Look at you,” she said, not pausing in her attack. She 
swung her leg toward me in a powerful kick and | barely 
managed to get out of the way in time. “All this training and 
you're fighting like it’s your first day. Am | making you 
nervous? Or is it someone else?” 

| lunged for her, urging the fire to my hands, but it didn’t 
come. Melindra disappeared just as | was about to grab her, 
and | whirled and ducked just in time to avoid getting a 
haircut—or worse—as her sword grazed the top of my head. 

“Oh, did | make you mad?” she asked. 

She jumped up and seemed to hang in midair for a split 
second as she pulled her knees to her chest before whipping 


them out like a jackknife and shifting her momentum, flying 
straight for me. 

Her feet collided hard against my breastbone, and before | 
knew what was happening | was on my back on the stone 
floor again, the wind knocked out of me. | watched with 
dazed double vision as she turned a graceful backflip and 
landed like it was nothing. Melindra whipped out her arm 
and pushed the tip of her blade into my throat, looking 
down on me with contempt. 

“Poor little Amy,” she said. “All of Oz is depending on you 
and you can’t even take out a sorry half girl like me.” 

She was pressing hard enough to hurt without actually 
breaking the skin. But the message was clear. / could kill 
you if | wanted to, but for now I'll be nice. 

“Shut up,” | wheezed through clenched teeth, still 
struggling to breathe. 

“Not the best way to impress boys,” she said, shifting her 
eyes sneakily toward Nox. “Especially a boy who cares more 
about the cause than anything else.” 

“Shut up!” | spat again, feeling my face go red with anger. 

“They all think you’re so special. | don’t know why. You 
can’t even do a simple spell. Go ahead. Try.” She pressed 
her blade harder. My face burned; my fingers tingled with 
heat. 

Nox finally stepped in. 

“Melindra,” he said, grabbing her by the arm. “That’s 
enough. Let her go. She’s doing her best.” From the 
disappointed way he was looking back and forth from her to 
me, | felt like | had let him down twice. First by letting her 
beat me, and then by not fighting back once she had me 
pinned. 

Melindra rolled her eyes and snorted contemptuously, but 
She pulled her weapon away. “Don’t give her false hope, 
Nox,” she said. “You know as well as | do that you’re too 
good for her.” 


She looked back at me. “Not so talented after all, are you? 
Just another outlander who thinks she’s special. We get 
used to that around here, you know.” 

ld had enough. Enough of being picked on. Enough of 
other people telling me what to do. Enough of feeling 
powerless. 

“Shut up!” | screamed, my words reverberating through 
the stone chamber. 

The burning feeling that had been building in my body 
rushed through me at once, and | lit up: | was on fire. The 
flames came shooting out of my chest in huge, curling 
tongues that all rolled together into one giant ball of fire 
that exploded out of me, rocketing straight for Melindra. 

She stepped aside casually and the fireball shot right past 
her, hitting the wall of the cave with a pathetic fizzle. Nox’s 
mouth dropped open in surprise, but Melindra was unfazed. 
“That’s really the best you can do?” she asked with a sneer. 
| pushed past both of them without a word. 

When | showed up in Gert’s cave she looked at me. “You 
burned your pretty hair,” she said, sounding completely 
unsurprised. 

“Teach me,” | said. “I’m ready. | want to learn.” 

“Get some rest,” she said. “Meet me in the training room 
tomorrow. You'll learn.” 


When | walked into the training room the next morning, it 
was empty except for a single stalk of corn growing in the 
center of the room. 

“You ready for this?” Nox asked, appearing at my side 
without warning. 

| glared at him. “What are you doing here?” 

“Gert asked me to help,” he said without looking at me, 
and, as if she’d been summoned by her own name, Gert 
materialized out of nowhere. She drew her hand up in front 
of her and whispered something, and tiny green shoots 
began to spring up through the stone floor, quickly unfurling 


themselves into stalks taller than | was. Taller than Nox. 
Soon there were hundreds of them, and the cave seemed to 
magically expand to make room for an entire cornfield that 
had grown all around me. 

| looked up to find that the ceiling had been replaced by a 
cold and artificial blue sky. When | glanced back at Nox, he 
was already disappearing into the green. 

“Find him,” Gert commanded. 

| lurched ahead, ready to chase after him. 

Gert’s invisible hand stopped me. “Not like that. Pay 
attention. | like to say a few words when | cast a spell. It 
helps me focus. And it will also help you as you’re learning.” 
She wove her hands together and whispered an incantation: 
“What | seek, | shall find, what | see, will be mine.” 

A white orb formed between her hands and rose like a 
flare, pausing in midair. Waiting for someone to follow after 
it. 

| took a step forward. 

Gert gave me a look of consternation. “No,” she said. 
“Make your own.” 

“What if | set the whole place on fire by accident?” 

She shook her head. She was frustrated with me, | could 
tell, but in her frustration—in her squinted, lined eyes and 
pursed lips—l could see something else, too. Something | 
didn’t see very often. She wasn’t just doing this because she 
wanted me to be able to help the Order. She wanted to 
teach me because she was worried about me. 

“I’m here,” she said. “l'Il be helping you. But you can do it 
on your own. You’re almost there already. Just imagine what 
you want to happen. And then concentrate on that, and only 
on that. The magic is everywhere. It’s waiting for you to 
take it and make it your own.” 

| closed my eyes, and my brain went right back to 
yesterday, when Melindra had me pinned to the ground. 

“No, no, no,” Gert said, clucking her tongue. “Not that. 
Pick a moment not so filled with emotion this time. Try not 


to let the anger fuel you anymore. It’s too unreliable. Too 
uncontrollable. Pick an innocent moment where you aren’t 
setting the world on fire.” 

| remembered my first training session with Nox, him 
leaning into me, his hand on my shoulder. 

“Yes, there you go.” 

| imagined reaching out for him with my mind, searching 
for him. 

Something was happening. | could feel the tingle of 
energy rippling through me, seeping out through my pores. | 
pushed at it, shaping it, trying to make it into what | wanted. 

In my mind’s eye, Nox turned from me and began to walk 
away. He grew smaller and smaller, and then he looked over 
his shoulder and beckoned for me. 

| opened my eyes. 

An orange ball of fiery energy, no bigger than a fist, was 
spinning in the air in front of me. | had done it. 

Nox, | thought. Where are you? 

At that, the flare jittered and shot ahead, into the corn. | 
followed it as it twisted and turned through rows and rows of 
stalks, not dropping my singular focus on finding him. It only 
took a few minutes before | found him sitting on the ground, 
looking bored. 

His eyes lit up in pleased surprise when he saw me. 

“You didn’t think | could do it, did you?” | asked. He just 
shrugged like, Hey, can you blame me? 

“Now | have to find you,” he said, standing. “Go ahead. 
Just try and hide from me. But I’m warning you—|I could find 
you anywhere.” 


Over the course of the next week, | learned how to use 
misdirection to hide from Nox in the cornfield. | learned how 
to direct my fiery darts at a target instead of setting 
structures (not to mention myself) on fire. | learned how to 
concentrate on what | wanted—which meant figuring out 


what | wanted. It wasn’t easy, but Gert and Nox were 
patient. 

Every afternoon, | would spar in the training room with 
Melindra or Annabel or Nox. | was still so much slower than 
the rest of them but I could tell | was getting better. 

After a few weeks, | was stretching in the training room, 
about to go up against Melindra, when Mombi materialized 
in the corner of the room. | hadn’t seen her or Glamora in 
days. 

“What is she doing here?” | whispered to Nox. 

“Ignore her,” he said under his breath. But it was hard to 
ignore someone like Mombi. It felt like some kind of test. 
Was she here to check up on my progress? To see if | was 
ready yet? | still hadn’t beaten Melindra, which didn’t bode 
well. 

Now that I’d fought her a million times, along with 
Annabel and Nox, I'd realized that Melindra was by far the 
best of us all. Most of my sparring sessions with her just 
boiled down to staying out of her way, which I’d gotten good 
at doing. 

But she’d also seemed to develop a grudging respect for 
me. Now, when we fought, she was all business, not 
bothering to insult me or snipe at me. She always beat me. 
Then again, she almost always beat Nox and Annabel, too. 
When she had me where she wanted me, she’d just shrug, 
toss her hair, and raise her arm and its built-in blade up in 
victory. 

Today, as Melindra and | began, | could feel Mombi’s 
critical eyes tracking me as | moved and dodged Melindra’s 
weapon. | managed to hold my own, ducking every time she 
swiped at me with her arm. | was proud that | hadn’t let her 
get within striking distance. This fight was lasting longer 
than most of our previous ones had, and | could tell we were 
both getting tired. Maybe today would be the day I’d finally 
beat her. Maybe all l’d needed was an audience. 


Melindra forced me back toward the corner, near where 
Mombi and Nox stood. “She’s still reacting,” | heard the old 
witch mutter. “Not acting.” 

Her words hit me in the gut almost as hard as Melindra 
did. 

“Oof,” | cried as Melindra surprised me—feinting with her 
blade and then kicking me right in the stomach. Now she 
reared back, ready to strike again, this time with the sharp 
metal blade of her tin arm. 

| did the only thing | could think to do. | disappeared. 

| found myself outside of the cave where Nox had taken 
me the night | made it snow ashes. | took a second to catch 
my breath again. Mombi’s words had affected me more than 
ld expected them to. Il’d thought I’d made so much 
progress, learned so much in the past few weeks. But in an 
instant, she made me feel like all those lessons hadn’t even 
happened. 

It made me angry that Mombi had shown up for just one 
fighting session and was passing judgment on me—she 
didn’t care how | was doing, how much I'd changed. All she 
cared about was whether or not | was ready to fight. 

You are stronger than you think. Stronger than Mombi 
thinks, | told myself. You can take Melindra. Gert believes in 
you. So does Nox. 

| repeated these lines a few times like a mantra until | 
began to believe them. | thought about Gert’s training, 
focusing on something other than anger to feel the magic 
begin to thrum in my fingers. 

| concentrated on the room again and materialized just as 
Melindra was righting herself after having fallen through the 
air where | should have been standing. Without hesitating, | 
flipped through the air, and pinned Melindra to the ground. 

Melindra’s eyes widened with surprise. “Ow,” she said. 
“Not fair!” 

“There’s no such thing as fair out there,” | said. I’d learned 
as much from Nox. 


| jumped to my feet. 

“Need some help getting up?” | asked, extending a hand 
to Melindra. When | stole a glance at Nox, | saw him 
watching intently. It could have been my imagination but it 
looked like he was actually on the verge of a smile. 

| didn’t dare look at Mombi. 

Melindra took my hand in her metal one, crushing my 
bones just a little too hard. She leaned in. 

“Let me guess,” she hissed. “He told you you were 
special. He took you to a place he never takes anyone else. 
Sound familiar?” 

Something twisted in my gut, but | managed to keep a 
smile on my face. It was the halls of high school all over 
again. 

Salvation Amy’s jealous. She wishes this were her baby. 

| squeezed even harder and narrowed my eyes. “Never 
underestimate a girl from Kansas,” | said. 

Before Melindra could say anything back, Mombi had 
stepped in front of me. She was looking at me like she was 
seeing me for the first time. 

“You handled yourself well against our best,” Mombi 
declared. “Training is over. The Lion is on the move, heading 
toward the village of Pumperdink, just south of here. We 
leave at first light.” 


TWENTY- 


“You were good back there,” Nox said. “Really good.” He 
had caught me in the corridor below the training area as | 
was heading to my room. It was dim and narrow down there, 
with a hazy, purple light that glowed from somewhere within 
the rocky walls. 

“Thanks,” | said. “Melindra had it coming. She’s too used 
to winning. She let her guard down.” 

“Yeah,” he said. “But you beat her fair and square. You’ve 
gotten so much better. It’s not just the magic. It’s the rest of 
it. | don’t even think you know you're doing it. The way you 
move; the way you think on your feet. You’ve gotten so 
good so fast. You’re a natural, you know.” 

“I wonder what happened,” | said. 

He gave me a funny look. “What do you mean?” 

“| mean, | was never like this before. Back home. Where 
does it come from?” 

“Amy,” he said. “It comes from you.” 

| couldn’t help thinking back on what Melindra had said 
after I'd beaten her. She had just been trying to provoke me, 
but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. In some ways, | 
wondered if she was the only one that | could trust around 
here. At least she was for real with me. 


Everyone in this place had an ulterior motive. It wasn’t 
even all that ulterior. Everything anyone did, everything 
they said to me, was all designed to push me in one way or 
another, was all meant to force me into becoming the 
person they thought | was. To become the weapon they 
needed. Nox was no exception. It would be stupid to think 
he was. 

And yet, every now and then, it was like he was trying to 
tell me something that had nothing to do with Dorothy, or 
with the cause. 

“What do you think you would be like?” | asked. “You 
know, if it weren’t for Dorothy. If you’d had the life you were 
Supposed to?” 

He looked at me in surprise, like it was something he had 
never even considered. “I...” He paused. “I don’t know. 
That’s the funny thing, isn’t it? As much as | hate her—as 
much as | wish Oz was how it was supposed to be, that we 
could all just be happy—| would be a totally different person, 
then. | can’t even imagine who | would be. Maybe someone 
better, | don’t know. Maybe someone worse. | like who | 
am.” He rolled his eyes and laughed ruefully to himself. 
“Maybe | owe her.” 

“Let’s not get carried away here,” | said. But | knew what 
he meant. It was like me and my mom. Yeah, she’d been 
pretty crappy at the whole parenting game, but what if she 
hadn’t been? Who was to say | wouldn’t have turned out like 
Madison Pendleton? 

“My whole life has been about fighting her, you know?” 
Nox was saying now. “Who will | be when she’s gone?” 

“Do you think it will ever really happen?” 

He tilted his head, pushing his fingers through his wild 
mane of hair, looking both vulnerable and certain of 
something. “I know it will,” he said. “I wasn’t sure at first, 
but now | know.” 

“How?” 


“| don’t know who brought you here or how they did it. But 
| Know there was a reason for it. You’re here to help us. And | 
know you can do it.” 

Suddenly | was aware of how close we were standing—so 
close | could smell his familiar sandalwood scent. | felt a pull 
toward him. One | didn’t just attribute to magic. 

“And then what? Then who will we be?” 

He leaned in toward me the tiniest bit. 

“Then everything changes,” he said quietly. “Then I’m 
different. You'll be different, too. You’re different already. | 
knew it from the beginning, but...” 

| leaned toward him now, too, and, as if | were channeling 
Gert, anticipated something | really wanted. Wondered if | 
actually could make it happen. Without any magic at all. 

Suddenly his face changed and he looked away. “You have 
to promise to be careful tomorrow,” he said. “I didn’t want 
to bring you, but Mombi wouldn’t listen. The Lion’s no joke. 
You have to promise me you won’t do anything stupid. |—we 
need you too much. You’re too valuable.” 

For a second, l’d thought he’d been saying something 
different. But now his jaw was set, and | remembered again. 

“I know the deal,” | said. “I know why I’m important to 
you.” | was testing him now. | wanted him to correct me. 

He stared at me for what felt like the longest time. But he 
didn’t say anything else. 

| turned around. 

“Dorothy must die. | get it. But in the meantime, what are 
you living for?” | asked. 

He didn’t answer. “I have to go,” he said. | was already 
walking away. “There’s planning to do. You should try and 
get some sleep.” 


TWENTY- 
THREE 


A screeching sound woke me in the middle of the night. 
When I opened my eyes, still groggy, | saw it. A bat. 

It was zigzagging around my room, wings flapping, 
howling with a voice that was ten times bigger than its body. 

| knew what it meant. It was a signal. It wanted me to 
follow it. 

When | got to the war room a few minutes later, everyone 
else was already there, dressed for battle and clustered 
around Glamora’s scrying pool. Melindra and Annabel had 
grim looks on their faces. In other words, some things were 
the same as ever. 

“What is it?” | asked. 

“The Lion’s moving faster than we thought,” Gert said. 
“It’s time to go.” 

Glamora pointed to the pool, where the shadowy image of 
an enormous lion breaking through the door of a small 
thatched house appeared. It was too dark to really make 
him out, but he didn’t look so cowardly to me. He looked 
mean—and hungry. 

Behind him, | could see other silhouettes. The bumpy 
outlines of some kind of reptile, and a furry blur that looked 
like it might be some kind of enormous rodent. 


“The Lion spent so long afraid of every creature in the 
forest. Now he commands them,” Nox whispered. 

“What are those things?” 

“You name it. If it has claws and teeth and it drools, it 
probably answers to the Lion.” | felt myself shiver as my 
imagination filled in the blanks. 

“What are they doing?” | asked quietly, fighting back the 
irrational fear that he could hear me. 

“What they do best,” Glamora replied. “Going door-to- 
door. Some of the villagers he’ll capture to bring back to 
Dorothy; the rest of them he'll kill. For fun. After he eats, of 
course.” She trailed her fingers through the water, and the 
image disappeared in a swirl of red. “It’s too late for this 
village—it’s already lost. But he’ll be on to the next one 
soon, and if we act fast we can stop him before he gets 
there.” 

“Not to mention get to us,” Nox said. 

“Exactly,” Mombi interjected. “He’s less than a hundred 
miles from us. If he gets any closer, we run the risk that his 
senses will be able to see past the magical barriers that 
keep us hidden here.” She looked at me. “I hope what | saw 
yesterday wasn’t a fluke, Amy. This isn’t a test anymore.” 

“Mombi,” Nox said, cutting in. “Please. Think about it. Amy 
should stay behind. We can’t risk her on something like this. 
It’s too dangerous.” 

Mombi dismissed him with a wave of her gnarled hand. 
“We've already been through this, Nox. | wouldn’t expect 
you, of all people, to let your feelings get in the way of what 
must be done. We need all the strength we can muster 
tonight.” 

“If we can’t count on Amy now, when all the rest of us will 
be there, she won’t be much good alone against Dorothy 
anyway,” Melindra added, shooting a sidelong glance in my 
direction. 

| was annoyed. They were talking about me like | wasn’t 
even there. And why was Nox trying to prevent me from 


going? Didn’t he think I’d improved? “I’m going,” | said 
coolly, all heads turning in my direction. “Melindra’s right. 
And l'm a member of the Order now. I’m not just going to 
hide out here while everyone else fights.” 

Nox’s forehead creased in frustration, but he let it drop. It 
was settled. 

Mombi, Gert, and Glamora left the war room to make the 
final preparations. | was about to leave when Nox pulled me 
aside. “Here,” he said, pushing something hard into my 
hand. 

| turned the object over in my palm. It was a knife, but it 
wasn’t only a knife. | could tell it was special just by the way 
it felt. It was heavy, heavier than it looked, and it was 
almost vibrating with something that | now recognized 
immediately as magic. 

| didn’t want to like it. | didn’t want to like anything that 
Nox gave me. But | couldn’t help it: the knife was too 
beautiful. It was nothing like the kitchen knife that Pete had 
given me. It had a glinting silver blade with mysterious 
symbols engraved into it. The hilt was smooth and white, 
and was intricately carved into the figure of a bird with 
wings outstretched, ready to take flight. 

“I carved it by hand from a Kalidah’s bones,” he said, 
looking down to avoid meeting my eyes. “The blade’s made 
from the claw. Gert spelled it and Mombi sealed it. It’s 
designed to channel your magic for you—to store it and 
make it easier to access. Not so different from Dorothy’s 
magic shoes, really. Except, hopefully, you know, not totally 
evil.” 

| rubbed my fingers over Nox’s handiwork. It must have 
taken hours. | knew that he’d done it for the cause, so that | 
could be a better fighter. But it was still a gift and it was still 
beautiful. 

“It will protect you,” he said. “And there’s another spell 
attached to it, too—push the wings down.” 


The wings didn’t look like they would move, but when | 
pressed gingerly on them, they ceded easily to my touch 
and folded up neatly against the side of the bird’s body. As 
they did, the knife sparkled in my hand and then 
evaporated into smoke that drifted off into the air. 

“Where'd it go?” | asked. 

“It’s still with you,” Nox said. “Just not anywhere someone 
else can find it. Now picture it in your hand again.” 

| looked down at my empty, open palm and imagined | 
was clutching the weapon. Its image entered my mind, and 
as it did, | was holding it again. 

“Thank you,” | said quietly. | wrapped my fingers gently 
around the hilt. | couldn’t remember the last time anyone 
had given me anything, and this was something that Nox 
had made just for me. Something magic. | felt my spirit lift 
inside myself. The corners of my mouth threatened to turn 
upward, but | didn’t want him to see how happy the present 
had made me. “What kind of bird is this?” | asked. It didn’t 
look like any bird I’d seen before. 

“It’s a Magril—a bird that’s native to Gillikin Country. It 
spends half its life as a beetle, and when it’s an adult, it 
goes to sleep for a year and wakes up as this majestic 
creature.” 

“Kind of like a butterfly.” 

“Kind of like you,” he said. | didn’t have an answer to that. 

| didn’t need one. At that moment, Mombi appeared 
before us. She looked down at the knife and up at me, and 
then Nox. 

“It’s time to go,” she said. 

We all gathered a few minutes later in the training room— 
me, Nox, Gert, and Mombi—and held hands. Glamora would 
be staying behind, along with Melindra and Annabel. 

Melindra complained about being left behind—she wasn’t 
the type to want to miss out on any action—but she seemed 
placated when Mombi reminded her that it was important 
that our most skilled fighter guard the headquarters in case 


it was a trap. Melindra didn’t look happy about it, but she 
knew better than to argue with Mombi. 

| felt myself envying her. Now that it was time to go, | 
suddenly wondered if | should have been so eager to fight. 

But it was too late to think about that. In the training area, 
we all stood in a circle, all of us chanting at once as we 
worked together to cast the spell that would take us to the 
village. 

Glamora took a step back, still chanting, and stepped out 
of the circle, followed by Annabel and Melindra. We all 
joined hands. 

Nox looked over at me. “Hold on,” he warned me with a 
Sly, nervous grin. 

He squeezed tight. 

| felt an invisible force start to lift me, then it yanked me 
upward like a bullet, and we shot straight up. 

| screamed and closed my eyes, knowing | was about to 
be smushed like a bug against the roof of the cave. 

Instead, | felt wind on my face. | opened my eyes and 
found that my body was horizontal, my arms strained to 
their limits as | held on to Nox. Everyone else still had their 
eyes closed, their mouths forming the same chant over and 
over and over, and we were all fanned out like skydivers in 
formation, the mountain below us, hurtling out of sight. 

We were flying. 

It was the most incredible feeling I’d ever had. The 
sensation of free-falling made me giddy and light-headed, 
like | was a balloon and my insides were helium. | laughed, 
almost forgetting that |, Salvation Amy, was on my way to 
battle the Not-So-Cowardly Lion and his army of monsters. 
How could my stomach tie itself into knots about what was 
coming when I was busy tumbling into the sky? 

“It never gets old,” Nox said, opening his eyes. “In case 
you were wondering.” 

His normally spiky hair was flattened against his head by 
the wind, but for some reason his voice came out normal, 


like we were still standing right next to each other in the 
training room. 

“You could have warned me,” | said. “I thought we were 
going to teleport.” 

“It takes too much energy to teleport this many people,” 
he said. “By the time we got there, we’d all be ready to pass 
out from exhaustion. This is more efficient. Plus, it’s fun.” 

“Won't they see us coming?” 

“Nope,” Nox said. “We’re traveling in the Space Between 
Space. They can’t see us if we’re not really here. It’s how we 
passed through the mountain.” 

“Oh,” | said, pretending | Knew what he was talking about. 

“I'll explain later,” he said. 

“Should we still be chanting?” | asked nervously, seeing 
that both Mombi and Gert still had their eyes squeezed 
tight. 

“Nah,” he said. “The takeoff is the hard part. Now that 
we’re on our way, it only takes Gert to keep us in the air.” 

“What’s Mombi doing then?” | asked. 

Nox wiggled his eyebrows and lowered his voice to a 
conspiratorial stage whisper. “Mombi’s afraid of heights,” he 
said. “She’s not casting a spell. She’s saying her prayers.” 

“Who exactly do wicked witches pray to?” 

Nox laughed. “Who knows? She’s just trying to stay 
distracted so she doesn’t piss herself before we land.” 

Our ascent had slowed down by now and we floated easily 
through the air, a mist of lavender clouds hovering just 
inches above our heads. In the distance, the sun was rising 
over the Deadly Desert. Instead of looking down, | looked at 
Nox as he took in the landscape. 

Seeing him like this, away from the caves, away from the 
cause, | could almost see the boy he could have been. The 
boy he would have been if Dorothy had never come back. 
He looked happy. He looked beautiful. 

Then he turned dark again. “Almost here,” he said. | 
followed his gaze and saw thick, black smoke rising up from 


a forested area at the foot of a mountain range, curling into 
the sky. 

“Get ready,” Gert said, not opening her eyes. “We're 
coming in for a landing.” 

The knot in my stomach tied itself right back up as our 
velocity reversed itself and we hurtled for the ground, 
picking up speed. 

But her warning was unnecessary. We landed like feathers 
in a field on the outskirts of what must have been 
Pumperdink. It was on fire, its small, dome-shaped houses 
consumed with flames as panicked townspeople raced in 
every direction. 

The smell filled my nostrils and stayed there, churning. It 
was disgusting—a horrible combination of smoke and blood 
and burning flesh and other things, I’m sure, that | didn’t 
even want to know about. 

As | looked around, unsure what to do next, | saw 
something moving above me. Monkeys—they were weaving 
through the burning sky. The almost humanlike way in which 
they swooped and dove into the chaos made me shiver. 

“Mombi and | will take down the beasts left in this village 
and save as many of the children as we can,” Gert said, 
turning back to me and Nox. “Amy, you go with Nox to find 
the Lion. Send a summoning spell when you’ve got him in 
your sights. Don’t try to defeat him yourselves—he’s too 
powerful for either of you to take on without us.” 

Nox nodded and Mombi and Gert disappeared. 

He balled his hand into a fist, and when he opened it he 
was holding a glowing ball of blue flame, which he blew on 
gently. It soun from his hand and hovered a few inches in 
the air. Nox blew on it again—it circled lazily around us, then 
darted back and forth for a few seconds before zinging off in 
the opposite direction of the village, leaving a trail of blue 
energy in its wake. 

Nox jerked his head wordlessly toward the forest on the 
other side of the field. | pulled the knife he had given me out 


of the air, like he’d taught me to do, and his eyes met mine. 
The rest of his face was stony and emotionless, but his eyes 
were flashing with something else that | couldn’t place. 
Pride, maybe? They seemed to be saying, See? This is it. 
This ts what I told you about. 

| nodded, hoping he knew that | understood. And we went 
racing off, chasing the light. 

It got darker as we went farther into the trees, until finally 
the only illumination was the dim light from the tracing 
charm that was leading us. But my training served me well 
now, and my feet nimbly avoided every obstacle as if I’d run 
down this path a thousand times. 

After a few minutes, we heard a roar in the distance. Nox 
put a finger to his lips and slowed down until we reached 
the edge of a clearing. 

“Stay back,” Nox whispered. “They won't notice us yet if 
we're careful.” 

The clearing was crowded with animals, some | recognized 
and others | didn’t. There were foxes and crocodiles and 
wolves and tigers and bears. A few were walking around on 
their hind legs, while others were pacing on all fours. It was 
a nightmare zoo—a menagerie of wild mutated animals of 
every size and shape. These were the Lion’s beasts. 

Did the Lion command every animal in Oz, or did they 
have a say in the matter? | wondered, thinking of Star. If 
anyone was stubborn enough to show a little backbone, it 
was my pet rat. With any luck, Pete was keeping her nice 
and safe, but if she ever had the bad luck to meet this guy | 
hoped she would give him a good, hard bite. 

The beasts had surrounded a group of Gillikin people, who 
were lined up neatly in the middle of the clearing like they 
were waiting for something. 

Or maybe like something was waiting for them: at the 
front of the line, | saw the Lion himself for the first time in 
the flesh. He had been a vague, hazy shadow in Glamora’s 


scrying pool, but now, in person, | realized exactly how 
terrifying he really was. 

Really, he was barely recognizable as a lion at all. He 
looked like a monster, like some warped nightmare version 
of the king of the jungle. He was huge and golden, with 
bulging, grotesque muscles and a filthy, snarled mane. His 
lios were curled back, baring a mouth crowded with sharp, 
long, crooked fangs. 

“Is that what he’s always looked like?” | asked under my 
breath. Nox just shook his head and signaled for me to keep 
watching. 

There were about ten townspeople in line. At the front of 
it, a trembling man with a top hat and a purple beard 
stumbled forward to where the Lion stood. He clasped his 
hands in front of him, and | could tell that he was pleading 
with his captor, but they spoke too quietly for me to hear 
what he was saying. | snapped my fingers, casting a 
listening spell. As | did it, | felt energy flowing out of my 
knife and into my body. The knife made magic so much 
easier. 

“We've given you everything that you asked for,” the man 
was saying. “We have nothing left. Please, just leave us 
alone. We’re Dorothy’s loyal subjects. We'll help you in any 
way we Can.” 

“There’s still plenty you can give me, Mr. Mayor,” the Lion 
said. He widened his jaw lazily, almost like he was yawning. 
Thick ropes of drool rolled down his chin as he leaned 
forward on his haunches. The mayor levitated a few inches 
off the ground to meet him. 

| couldn’t tear my eyes away. At first it looked like the Lion 
and the man were kissing. But they weren’t—their mouths 
were inches apart, not quite touching. The man looked like 
he was struggling, but then his mouth fell open, too, as his 
face contorted in pain and something that looked like red 
smoke came spewing violently out of him. | couldn’t tell 


whether it was vomit, or blood, or something worse. 
Whatever it was, the Lion lapped it up hungrily. 

“What’s he doing?” | asked in horror, gripping Nox’s arm. 

“The Lion eats the fear of others,” Nox explained in a 
whisper. “It’s how he survives. How he gets stronger.” 

As if proving Nox’s point, the Lion’s muscles rippled and 
bulged. He was changing. He was growing. 

The man was changing, too—his beard went from purple 
to gray in a matter of seconds. His rounded cheeks turned 
gaunt as the Lion finished and dropped him to the ground. 
The mayor gasped for air, suddenly old and frail, but 
smiling, too. | realized | understood why. He wasn’t scared 
anymore. 

“Hopefully you won’t ever have to face him,” Nox said. 
“But if you do, try not to be afraid.” 

Not exactly possible, | thought, looking at the smiling old 
mayor. 

“What will happen to the mayor now? Will they let them 
go?” 

Nox just shook his head sadly. 

As we watched, a hyena and a giant rabbit, who was 
probably as tall as | was, grabbed another victim from the 
line and led him forward to their leader. The rabbit seemed 
to be the Lion’s second in command. He was on his hind 
legs just like the Lion. He had sharp buckteeth and giant, 
watery, bloodshot eyes. The hyena, also walking on two 
legs, was every bit as creepy. He looked nervous, jumping at 
every sound in the woods around him while he assisted the 
rabbit. And there were a lot of sounds to react to with a zoo 
of animals behind them. 

“We have to stop them,” | whispered to Nox. 

He shook his head. “Not alone. l'Il call Mombi. There’s no 
way to do it without blowing our cover though, so be ready.” 
| took a deep breath and prepared myself as he conjured 
another ball of light from his hand and sent the flare 
Spinning out into the darkness. This was it. 


The orb went whizzing into the trees, and as it did, a wolf 
lurking on the edge of the crowd pricked up his ears, jerked 
his head up, and let out a howl, his quick eyes darting from 
the ball of light straight over to its source. 

That source being me and Nox. 

The Lion looked up from his second victim, trying to find 
the cause of the commotion. With a wave of his arm, he 
released his beasts like a violent tide that came right toward 
us. | had seen a few members of the Tin Woodman’s guard. 
They were eerily organized and obedient. But the Lion’s 
army was different—they were wild and disorganized, each 
one of them operating on its own. 

The wolf sped ahead of the pack in a gallop. Nox stepped 
forward and, in one swift motion, pulled out the sword he’d 
had strapped to his back, meeting the wolf with a gut- 
opening slice. 

And then we were surrounded. Nox ducked and feinted 
and swung, flames trailing behind him, but every enemy he 
sent flailing to the ground was replaced by another. 

| couldn’t help Nox, and Nox couldn’t help me. A group of 
winged monkeys had descended from unseen perches in the 
trees and were now spinning around me like furry little 
gymnasts, clawing and snapping with pointy little fangs. 
They were quicker than | was; even when | used my magic 
to dodge out of their way they seemed to know my 
movements before | knew them myself. 

Don’t be afraid, | reminded myself. | lunged, pulling my 
knife through the air, trying to be fearless. 

One was bigger than the rest, and more vicious-looking, 
too. He flew right for me, claws outstretched. 

| raised my knife, ready to fight, but then | hesitated, 
remembering what Indigo and Ollie had told me: that the 
winged monkeys were under Dorothy’s control. No matter 
how horrible they seemed now, they weren’t attacking me 
because they wanted to. They were doing it because they 
had to. 


My split second of sympathy cost me. The monkey 
wrapped his hands around my neck and his legs around my 
waist. He was stronger than he looked, and | struggled to 
disentangle myself as he squeezed my throat tighter and 
tighter, chattering maniacally, his rancid sour-milk breath 
hot against my cheeks. | gasped for air, feeling myself grow 
dizzy. 

Nox got to the monkey just in time, wrenching him from 
me just as | was about to pass out. He snapped the 
monkey’s neck before tossing him to the ground. 

“Why did you do that?” | cried. “If you clip their wings 
they won’t be enchanted. They won’t serve Dorothy.” 

Nox looked at me like | was insane. “Amy,” he said. “In 
case you hadn't noticed, this is a war. Now’s not the time to 
start worrying about the plight of the poor monkeys.” 

| looked at the dead monkey on the ground, its wings now 
folded over him like a pathetic blanket. There wasn’t time to 
dwell on it, though. The rest of the monkeys had closed in 
on us. We were surrounded. But | pulled out my knife, 
hoping | could defend myself with as little collateral damage 
as possible. 

| wielded my blade almost instinctively as the next 
monkey sprung at me, striking him in the chest. He 
screamed, collapsing. | couldn’t tell if he was dead. | hoped 
not, but there was no way to find out: another one was on 
me already. 

This one got close enough to swipe at my stomach before 
| managed to take him down. He slid to the ground in a heap 
of fur and feathers. They kept on coming, but Nox and | 
were a good team: we made quick work of them. Some 
writhed in pain, others seemed to give up immediately, 
almost like death was a relief. 

As the bodies piled up around us, | realized Nox was right. 
It was them or us. 

| looked up to find another wave of beasts descending on 
us—this time a group of giant crocodiles lumbering toward 


us with swords and spears. | remembered the bumpy 
Shadows in the scrying pond, lurking behind the Lion. They 
were even worse in the light: slimy green skin. Triple rows of 
teeth exposed and ready. They were slower than the 
monkeys, but more massive. | didn’t know how my knife 
could penetrate their thick reptilian skin. 

“You ready?” Nox asked. He whirled around into a crouch, 
his back pressed against mine, and we prepared to fend the 
attackers off. 

“I’m ready,” | said, ignoring all the blood and the pain in 
my left arm from where the monkey who’d tried to strangle 
me had bitten down with his sharp little teeth. 

Then everything stopped. 

The hyena dropped to the ground, and a split second later 
the rabbit did the same. What the hell? Were they dead? | 
looked around. 

They were frozen. Every beast, every creature of the 
forest—all frozen, as if someone had pushed a giant pause 
button. But how? 

| looked immediately to the Lion. Had he done this? 

But he seemed as surprised as Nox and | were, dropping 
the girl whose fear he’d been feasting on into a heap on the 
ground and looking up. During the fight, he’d been happy to 
let his henchmen take care of business while he enjoyed his 
dinner, but now he was interested. 

This isn’t good, | thought, nervously shifting my grip on 
my blade. Whatever spell had just frozen all our other 
enemies didn’t seem to have any effect on the Lion himself. 

And | still had no idea who had cast it. 

The Lion rose up on his legs in a fury, and roared into the 
Sky. 

Then | understood. | could feel her coming, could feel the 
warmth of her energy suffusing my body. It was Gert. 


TWENTY- 
OUR 


| looked up to see Gert descending from the sky. She landed 
in the middle of the clearing amidst the strange, museum- 
like menagerie of the Lion’s still-frozen henchmen. Without a 
word she raised her hand and a solitary lightning bolt 
appeared from above, coursing silently through her body. 

| gasped. What was happening? | stared at her squat, 
round body as it began to glow with energy; her face 
burning with a fury that was almost inhuman. For the first 
time, | thought | understood why she called herself Wicked 
now. 

At that moment, the citizens of Pumperdink, who had 
been just as frozen as the Lion’s beastly army, seemed to 
be released from her spell. They began shouting and 
scurrying around, scattering in every direction, running for 
their lives. | looked at Nox. 

“She’s using everything she has to hold the beasts,” he 
said. “But it will take all of her concentration. The Lion’s too 
strong for her. We need to protect her until Mombi gets 
here. She'll know how to finish him.” 

He sprung forward. “Let’s see how you deal with someone 
who’s not afraid of you,” he snarled. He thrust his hands up 
and a torrent of sizzling blue energy came shooting out. 


Growling in anger, the Lion leapt through the air and landed 
with a crash at Nox’s feet. 

But Nox had disappeared. He materialized behind the Lion 
just in time to take a swing at him. 

If it had been baseball, Nox would have hit a home run. If 
the Lion had been a normal Lion, Nox would have sliced his 
head clean off from behind. But this wasn’t a game, and this 
Lion made the lions I’d seen in the zoo look like kittens. Nox 
connected with a thwack, but all it did was make the Lion 
mad: he spun around and lunged again, and Nox barely 
managed to get out of the way in time. 

| still hadn’t moved. | couldn’t help it. Maybe Nox wasn’t 
afraid, but | was. 

But when the Lion grazed Nox’s cheek with his claw and | 
saw blood, my body forgot all about fear and sprung into 
action. | held my knife close, drawing out as much magical 
power as | could from it. | zapped myself to Nox’s side. At 
last | was finally getting used to fighting like this. 

The Lion jumped back, momentarily surprised. He hadn’t 
been expecting me, but it only took him a second to get his 
bearings and charge, unhinging his jaw and leaping for me. 

| didn’t let myself flinch. Instead, | took advantage of the 
moment and thrust my knife forward into his gaping jaw, 
hoping that at least there he was vulnerable. 

| was right. | was lucky. 

My blade sank to the hilt and when | pulled it out, hot, 
sticky blood gushed out of the Lion’s mouth. He recoiled and 
let out something that almost sounded like a whimper of 
pain. 

At first | thought lI’d actually done it—finished him, with 
that one blow to the spot where he was vulnerable. It would 
have worked in a video game. But the Lion wasn’t going to 
be beaten that easily. 

With blood still pouring down his face, he pivoted and, ina 
flash, wrapped both of his massive paws around Nox’s neck. 
“The runaway,” he said, in a tone that was velvety and 


Smooth, almost a purr. He was looking at Nox, but it was 
clear he was talking to me. 

He cocked his head and sniffed, his nostrils flaring as if he 
could still smell the Other Place on me. 

“Everyone in the kingdom is on the lookout for you, little 
one. | thought | was just out for a snack tonight. | never 
expected to find you. Dorothy will be so pleased when | 
bring you back to her. Let’s make a trade. You give up and 
come with me and l'II let your friend go.” 

Nox’s eyes met mine, fierce and sure. Do not make a deal, 
they seemed to be saying. 

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” | said, trying to sound 
more certain than I was. “He doesn’t mean anything to me.” 

The Lion shook out his mane and gave me a wicked smile. 
“Very well,” he said. He opened his enormous jaws and, as | 
watched in horror, blue smoke began streaming out of Nox’s 
eye sockets and nostrils. Blue, the color of his magic. Nox 
began to shake. 

“Stop!” | screamed. | raised my knife and prepared to 
throw it, aiming it at the Lion’s head—but | hesitated. What 
if | hit Nox instead? What if it didn’t work? | had been 
training, but | still wasn’t ready for something like this. 

As | stood there, paralyzed by self-doubt, Gert whooshed 
by me in a streak of white light. As she came to a stop, the 
beastly guard she’d been holding motionless with her spell 
began to stir to life all around us. They were still looking 
dazed and sluggish, but it would only be a matter of time 
before they recovered their bearings. In other words, we 
were screwed. 

Gert clapped her fists together and as she pulled them 
apart, Nox went flying from the Lion’s grip and landed in the 
grass a few feet away. 

“Take me instead,” Gert hissed at the Lion. “I’m an old 
woman, but | have more for you to feast on than the two of 
them combined.” 


“No!” | cried, but she ignored me. The Lion looked her up 
and down, considering the offer. He must have known that | 
was more valuable than either Gert or Nox. But he was 
hungry and hurt. He probably figured he could take her first 
and still have me when he was done with her. 

The Lion nodded. Gert stepped forward. 

“Stop!” | shouted again, leaping forward to pull her away. | 
couldn’t let this happen. But Gert had other ideas. She 
flicked her wrist at me and | went falling backward to the 
spot on the ground where Nox was already lying. When | 
tried to stand, | found that all of my muscles were frozen. 

Gert just shot me a sly smile. 

It was only then that | knew what she was playing at: Gert 
was fearless. There would be nothing for the Lion to suck 
from her. | hoped she had something better to give him in 
its place. 

The Lion had no idea, though. He pawed at the ground 
and smiled greedily as he unhinged his mangled, blood- 
soaked jaw. Gert didn’t so much as pause. She looked up at 
her old enemy with a glint of cheerfulness in her gaze and 
she pursed her lips into a kiss. 

A flash of light blinded me for a second as the Lion began 
to stiffen and writhe. He tried to pull away, but it was too 
late. 

The stream of energy coursing between his mouth and 
Gert’s was white, not blue like before. And it was coming 
from the Lion, not from her. Her body was shaking like a leaf 
as she absorbed it. 

Every muscle in the Lion began to shrink, like a balloon 
deflating. His eyes widened in something that looked like 
Surprise. 

No. Not surprise. Cowardice. Instead of giving him her 
fear, she was draining him. 

Now. Gert’s telepathic voice echoed weakly in my head 
like a whisper down an empty corridor. | realized that | could 
wiggle my fingers again. | could move. 


Nox realized it, too. He jumped to his feet and lifted his 
sword one more time. At that same moment, Gert collapsed 
in a heap. She’d done what she needed to do. 

Nox sliced at the Lion’s belly and blood gushed from the 
wound. The Lion tried to roar, but all that came out was a 
high-pitched squeal. 

| was on my feet then, too. | dove forward, ready to finish 
him off once and for all. But | was too late. Even in his 
weakened state the Lion was somehow already bounding 
away, retreating back across the clearing and into the 
forest, his army of beasts following their leader. 

Her plan had worked. She had beaten him. | stood up, 
ready to cheer. 

But Nox was standing, too, and he didn’t look nearly as 
happy. “We almost had him. Where the hell was Mombi?” 

| had been wondering that, too, but when | saw that Gert 
was still on the ground, everything else went out of my 
head. She wasn’t moving. She was lying in front of us like an 
overstuffed rag doll, her arms and legs splayed out at the 
wrong angles. 

“Gert...” | knelt by the witch’s side. Nox was already 
crouched over her, trying to pull her up and into his chest. 

“Hold on,” Nox was whispering. “Mombi’s on her way. 
We'll get you to the spring.” 

Gert’s lips trembled. She was trying to smile. For me. For 
Nox. But her soft, fleshy body was spreading out into 
formlessness, almost like she was melting before my eyes 
as she sprawled, convulsing, on the ground. What she had 
taken from the Lion must have been too much to absorb, 
even for her. 

The green grass beneath her turned from green to brown 
to black charred dirt. It was as if someone had taken a torch 
to it. 

Nox placed his palms on Gert’s chest and bit his lip in 
concentration. Blue sparks glittered at his fingertips but 
immediately petered out. 


“Come on,” | muttered, willing his magic to work. He did it 
again, and again nothing. 

Suddenly Gert’s arm shot up and she grabbed my wrist, 
clenching tight. Her lips began to move—she was mumbling 
something under her breath. At first it sounded like she was 
speaking a different language, but when her lips stopped 
moving, | was able to understand her words in my mind. 

It was an incantation. “North, South, East, West, wind, fire, 
sun, earth, protect her and keep her. Protect her and keep 
her.” 

Now | was crying. “Gert,” | managed to say. “Please. | 
need you.” 

Nox was ignoring us, still trying desperately to use his 
magic to bring her back from the brink. 

“Come close, dear,” Gert gasped. Her face was once again 
the warm, kind face I’d first seen when I’d woken up in the 
caves, frightened and alone. | saw the witch—Good or 
Wicked, it didn’t matter anymore—who had comforted me 
and fed me, who had helped me find my magic. | leaned in 
over her. 

She tilted her head up and kissed me on my brow. | felt 
warmth wash over me. It started where her lips met my 
forehead and bloomed all over, until my skin was somehow 
coated in Gert’s kiss. 

“Gert, no...,” | gasped. What had she done? She needed 
every bit of strength to hold on. Whatever she had given 
me, | didn’t want it. | didn’t want a good-bye. 

“This will keep you safe,” Gert said. 

“You have to do something,” | croaked at Nox, tears 
streaming down my cheeks. He had finally given up and sat 
back, and had silently watched Gert bestow her kiss upon 
me. “Please. Save her. Use your magic. You have to.” 

Nox shook his head sadly. “There’s nothing | can do,” he 
said, looking away. 

Gert looked up at me. “It has to be you, child. You have to 
do it,” she said weakly. 


“Do what?” | asked, somehow believing that as long as | 
held on to her gaze then she would hold on to me. 
“You have to kill Dorothy, Amy.” 


TWENTY- 
IVE 


| woke up the next morning feeling spent and disoriented, 
my mind a jumble of hazy images that appeared one by one 
in my head like pages in a horrible picture book. 

The burning village. The eerie scene in the forest. Nox’s 
determined face as he fought back an onslaught of beasts. 

| felt like | was being plunged naked into a frigid pool as 
the rest of it came back to me. The Lion’s gaping, bloody 
maw; Gert’s tender kiss and the strange way I’d felt the life 
Slip out of her as I’d held her in my arms. Her body dead on 
the ground. 

In the enchanted softness of my bed, | tried to tell myself 
that it hadn’t really happened—that it had all been a dream. 
It was only when | felt a tingling on my forehead, in the 
exact spot where Gert had kissed me, that | knew it had all 
been real. 

At that stinging realization, | jolted instantly out of bed 
and took a shaky step forward, followed by another and 
another then another until | was in the center of the room, 
where | stopped in a state of paralyzed panic. | had no idea 
what to do with myself. 

| couldn’t go back to bed. | couldn’t leave. So | just stood 
there, trying to will the memories out of my head. | didn’t 


want to think either. But thinking was the only thing | could 
do. 

| don’t know how long | stayed like that. It could have 
been a minute and it could have been an hour, but I was still 
standing in that same position when a ghostly, luminous 
butterfly came floating through the wall and hovered in front 
of me. | accepted its entrance without surprise or curiosity. 
It was like | had been expecting it. 

“Find me,” the butterfly said, speaking somehow in 
Glamora’s voice, and | nodded and began to get dressed. 

| made my way through the Order’s tunnels with a numb 
and heavy feeling. With every step I took, I felt the weight of 
what had happened yesterday bearing down on me. 

The door to Glamora’s room was ajar, and | pushed it open 
without thinking about it, only to freeze abruptly when | saw 
the witch’s reflection in the ornate, gilt-framed mirror of her 
vanity. 

She was crying. 

Not just crying. Her entire body was shaking with grief as 
She hunched over the table in a contortion of pain. She 
looked so small and powerless—so unlike herself—that half 
of me wanted to turn and leave her while the other half 
wanted to rush over and comfort her. | did neither. Instead, | 
just watched, unable to move, unable to say anything, 
knowing that she would never want me to see her like this. 

Her fiery hair, always so perfectly coiffed, was frizzy and 
disheveled; a single strap of her elegant silk nightgown 
drooped across her shoulder. Her face was tired and worn, 
etched now in a map of sags and wrinkles and that scar on 
her cheek that she usually kept hidden. She looked like she 
had aged twenty years in one day. It was hard to believe it 
was her at all. 

But even in this bedraggled and unfamiliar state, Glamora 
was still Glamora. The liquid pooling in the corners of her 
eyes was glittering and crystalline, and each tear that rolled 
down her cheeks and tumbled from her chin made a small 


plinking noise as it landed on the vanity. Looking closely, | 
saw that the surface was strewn with a messy scattering of 
them—tiny, teardrop jewels that just kept on coming. 

Glamora was crying diamonds. 

Suddenly she seemed to sense me watching her and she 
looked up. | felt embarrassed to be caught, and 
embarrassed for her, but | didn’t look away. In that moment, 
| owed her the dignity of an unwavering gaze. It was the 
least | could do. 

“Amy,” she said, sitting up straight and tugging the strap 
of her gown up to a more decorous position. “Come in.” 

As Glamora spoke, her hair rearranged itself into a sleek 
chignon. The lines on her face melted away, leaving her as 
youthful and refreshed-looking as lI’d ever seen her. Every 
trace of vulnerability was gone now. Now she was cool and 
unreadable. 

The jewels on the table caught the light, and | couldn’t 
help but glance over at them. There was something about 
seeing them lying there in their scattered little pile that 
chilled me. What kind of person is so hard on the inside that 
she cries diamonds? 

Glamora noticed me staring. Somehow she knew what | 
was thinking, and she shook her head ruefully. “Magic loves 
change,” she said with a sigh. “Do enough of it and it will 
warp you in strange ways. It’s the first law of enchantment. 
Use it to change the outside and after a while the inside 
changes, too. So | traded my tears for beauty. Well, it could 
be worse, couldn’t it?” 

“Yes,” | said quietly. “It could.” But | wasn’t so sure. 

“If you think I’m bad, you should see what comes out 
when my sister cries,” she said. | couldn’t tell if she was 
joking. But then she clapped her hands, signaling that it was 
time to change the subject and get down to business. 

“Now then,” she said. “We suffered a great loss yesterday. 
An unimaginable loss. As you know.” 


| waited for her to go on. “What you may not know,” she 
continued, “is that Gert was by far the most accomplished 
magic user in the resistance. More powerful than me or 
Mombi; more powerful than any of the witches in the 
Order’s other cells. Perhaps the only person in Oz whose 
power could rival my sister’s. They didn’t make her the 
Good Witch of the North for nothing, you know.” She rolled 
her eyes and sighed, momentarily recalling some old rivalry 
before moving along. 

“Without Gert, we no longer have the power to reliably 
hide ourselves from Glinda and Dorothy. They will be 
looking, and it’s now only a matter of time before they find 
us. AS a result, we have decided to move our plans forward 
earlier than expected.” She folded her hands primly in her 
lap. 

“Good,” | said. 

Glamora gave me a careful once-over. “Do you 
understand what that means?” 

| was pretty sure | did, but | took a second before | 
answered, just to let it sink in. “Yes,” | finally said, sitting up 
Straight and squaring my jaw in resolution. “It means it’s 
time for me to do what | came here to do.” As | said the 
words out loud, the numbness inside me seemed to let up. 
Not a lot, but enough that | actually felt something other 
than a dull and aching emptiness. 

Mostly anger. Cold and burning anger at the same time. 

“Are you sure you know what you’re agreeing to?” 
Glamora asked. 

| didn’t know why she cared. 

“| understand,” | said, tossing my hair defiantly. “It’s time 
for me to kill Dorothy.” 

Glamora nodded, satisfied. “I wish more than anything 
that | could do it myself,” she said. “But it has to be you. 
There’s no other way.” 

At first | thought she meant it to be something like an 
apology, but then | noticed the way her shoulders had 


tensed up in a barely concealed combination of rage and 
regret, and | realized that she was actually envious of me. 
That, to her, it was a privilege. 

Well, maybe it was. 

With that, the witch stood and ran her hand along her 
nightgown. It rippled like water and resolved itself into a 
more presentable outfit for the day: a tailored tweed suit in 
a somber mauve shade, cut primly to the knee. 

“No matter what the occasion, we must present the 
proper face to the world,” she said, sounding like she was 
speaking more to herself than to me. “Now, come. We have 
to have a talk with Mombi. You’ll be leaving for the palace 
today.” 


Mombi had showed up a second too late; a second after I'd 
laid Gert’s lifeless body onto the ground. At just the second 
when it didn’t do us any good. 

She’d come swooping in through the trees in a swirl of 
purple light, fists clenched and eyes blazing, ready to fight, 
but when she saw me and Nox, she stopped in midflight and 
hung in the air. A look of sick understanding passed across 
her face. She landed with a thump before kneeling and 
placing a hand to the side of Gert’s face. 

“There was a child . . .” She stopped to collect herself. | 
had never imagined that Mombi could seem so human. “| 
couldn’t leave her. | thought Gert would be able to handle it 
on her own. | thought...” 

She betrayed no emotion after that. Instead, she bowed 
her head and began a solemn chant. 

| somehow knew instinctively that this wasn’t a spell to 
bring Gert back to life. There are some things that no 
amount of magic can accomplish, and this was one of them. 
This was a ritual to lay Gert to rest. 

Mombi’s muttered words were unintelligible and ancient- 
sounding, with a wandering melody buried somewhere deep 
below their surface. The chant sounded like one of those 


weird songs you sometimes hear flipping through dials on 
an old radio only to pause on a station that barely comes in, 
the tune so far away that it’s hard to tell if it’s even a tune 
at all or if it’s just static. 

The old witch passed her hands up and down along Gert’s 
body as she sang, and as she did, Gert began to melt into a 
pulsing, flickering puddle of mystical electricity that slowly 
seeped its way into the earth. 

Whatever magic Gert still had left in her, she had given it 
back to Oz now. 

Then Gert was gone without a trace, like she had never 
been there at all. 

But she had been there. She had sacrificed herself to save 
us. No, forget that. She had done so much more. Even if | 
had never quite been able to figure out—never really been 
able to tell where the Good ended and the Wicked began for 
her—I had known, by the end, that she had believed in me. 
Not just as the one who would be able to defeat Dorothy, 
but as Amy Gumm. 

None of us spoke as we joined hands and shot up through 
the trees and into the air. There was nothing to say. This 
time | didn’t bother looking at the ground as we soared over 
Oz. | had seen enough for one day. 

Mombi had disappeared as soon as we were back in the 
caves. 

Nox took me by the hand and walked me back to my 
room. He pressed a gentle hand to my shoulder. | opened 
the door and stepped inside, not looking back. 


That was yesterday. Now it was today. 

Glamora and | found Mombi in the war room, seated at the 
table across from a girl l’d never seen before. She looked 
terrified. Her shoulders heaved silently as she cradled her 
face in her palms. 

Glamora and | each took a seat. 


“This is Astrid,” Mombi said. The girl rocked back and 
forth, not looking up. “Until last night, Astrid was a servant 
in the palace. Today, she has been given the opportunity to 
join our cause. Astrid, meet Amy.” 

“Hi,” | said, not quite understanding where this was going. 

“If all goes well, Astrid will be returned unharmed to the 
palace when our mission is complete.” Mombi cast a 
meaningful, ominous look in Astrid’s direction. “If she 
chooses to make a nuisance of herself, things will not be so 
pleasant for her.” 

If all goes well. Then | got it. Astrid hadn’t decided to join 
the Order. She hadn’t been rescued from a burning village. 
She had been kidnapped. That was why she looked so 
scared. 

A chill shot down my spine as | remembered that things 
were never easy around here. Good and evil were always 
changing places with each other. 

For the first time, Astrid looked up at me. Her eyes were 
big and pleading, pooled with tears. Her chin trembled as 
she looked desperately at me, like she was hoping I’d be the 
one to save her. But | was out of pity. She would have to 
choose her own fate, just like the rest of us. 

| looked back to Mombi. “Tell me what | need to do,” | said. 

A satisfied smile crept across her withered face. 

“Well, you need to become her, naturally.” 

| leaned back in my seat, knowing that with witches, it 
only tangled things up when you asked too many questions. 
It was easier to just wait for them to explain themselves. 

Mombi proved true to form. “Today you will assume 
Astrid’s identity and take on her job as a servant in 
Dorothy’s court. You will infiltrate the palace and ingratiate 
yourself with the princess. You will learn her habits and her 
hatreds. You will learn when she goes to bed and when she 
wakes up in the morning, her fears and her weaknesses and 
her secret prides and sorrows. In the guise of little miss 
Astrid here, you will learn everything there is to learn, and 


you will relay it back to us. Then, when the time is right, you 
will strike.” 

At this, Astrid let out an anguished, choked squeal. 

“She looks nothing like me,” | said. “How am | going to 
impersonate her?” 

Mombi sprung to her feet, reached into her cloak, and 
pulled out a dagger. In one sudden motion, before the poor 
girl even knew what was happening, Mombi had grabbed a 
fistful of her hair and yanked. 

Astrid’s head jerked backward. She yelped again, and 
when she saw Mombi raise her knife into the air, the yelp 
became a scream. 

The blade flashed through the air. | held my breath. 

But instead of slicing the maid’s throat open like l’d 
anticipated, Mombi simply lopped off a large hank of her 
white-blonde hair. 

“Now,” Mombi said. “Go ahead and say your name four 
times.” 

Astrid sat there, frozen. “Say it!” Mombi screamed, so 
loudly that even Glamora jumped in her chair. 

“A-Astrid,” the girl stammered uncertainly. 

“No stuttering!” Mombi said sternly. 

Astrid gulped. “Astrid, Astrid . . . Astrid,” she finally 
managed to spit out. 

Mombi smiled. “Good girl,” she said, and she began to 
crush the hair up into a tight ball before gesturing to me to 
come forward. 

“Here,” she said, thrusting it out. Reluctantly, | took it 
from her. 

“What do | do with it?” | asked, holding it up. 

“Eat it,” she said. 

“Eat it?” 

“Eat it.” 

| looked over at Glamora, who nodded calmly. 

Seriously? Avenging Gert meant eating some other girl’s 
disgusting hair? 


Trying not to grimace, | shoved every bit of it into my 
mouth. To my surprise, it crunched when | bit down, and 
then, after a few more chews, it melted onto my tongue like 
cotton candy. Well, not just like cotton candy. It still tasted 
like hair. But at least it went down easy. 

Then nothing happened. 

| gave Mombi a quizzical look. “It didn’t... ,” | said. 

“It will take effect slowly,” she replied. “Now come on. 
Let’s give these two some private time while we wait for the 
spell to work. Glamora’s quite a skilled interrogator, you 
know.” 

She laughed when she registered my look of surprise. 
“Everyone always assumes I’m the one who does the dirty 
work around here,” she said. “Little do they know, I’m the 
nice one. Looks aren’t everything, you know.” She beckoned 
impatiently from the doorway. 

| had to force myself not to look over my shoulder as | left. 

“What’s she going to do to her?” | asked Mombi nervously 
when we were outside. 

Mombi waved a hand. “Oh,” she said. “Nothing much. You 
know how it goes. The maid always has the most valuable 
information. And the maid a/ways cracks under pressure.” 

Nox was waiting for us in the training room. He still 
seemed shaken from yesterday, but | could tell he was 
trying to cover it up. 

“Your job is simple for now,” he said. The scrying pool 
rippled, and a map appeared. This time, it wasn’t a map of 
Oz. | studied it for a minute and realized it was of the 
palace. “Astrid is a servant, but she’s at the bottom of the 
food chain—she doesn’t spend much time with Dorothy. 
Change that. Get close to the princess. Listen to her. Find 
out her habits, her routines. Find out when she’s vulnerable 
and what she’s vulnerable to. You'll only have one chance to 
hit her. And we want you walking out of there alive.” 

“How long do I have before | kill her?” | asked. 


“Don’t worry about that for now,” Mombi cut in. “A spider 
weaves her web slowly and carefully. A witch—well, a witch 
is like a spider. At least, this witch is.” 

“So you don’t want me to kill her?” 

“Don’t you worry. You'll get your chance to be Wicked. But 
l'Il let Nox explain all that.” 

Nox waited a beat and then began rattling off instructions. 

“For now, you're there to watch and learn. You're there to 
blend in. Remember: you are Astrid, not Amy. And you are 
not to make any move against Dorothy without a direct 
order from us.” 

“And how am | going to get that order?” | asked, annoyed 
at how impersonal he was being. 

“We already have an operative in the palace who will be 
watching you. When the time is right, that person will bring 
you instructions. While you’re in the palace, try to avoid 
using magic. There are security measures everywhere, and 
magic is off-limits for maids. They’re a little lax on that rule 
—if it weren’t for travel spells and glistening charms, 
nothing would ever get as clean as Dorothy likes it, so they 
tend to turn a blind eye, so as long as you keep it to the 
Small stuff it shouldn’t be a problem.” 

“What about my knife?” | asked, knowing that I’d feel 
safer if | could have it at the ready. 

“Summoning it shouldn’t be a problem,” he replied. 
“That’s not really a spell anyway, since the knife is always 
with you. You’re just activating it. Just don’t summon any 
demon guides or cast any reincarnation spells, okay?” 

We both smirked at the irony of it. Just a few weeks ago | 
was struggling to use enchantment to blow out a candle and 
now we were talking half-seriously about me performing 
serious A-grade magic. 

“Well, you never know,” Nox said, shrugging. “Anyway, if 
you do need to use magic that you think will set off the 
alarms—and | don’t recommend it—it will be pinned to your 


location. So get the hell out of there before anyone can find 
you.” 

“I'll do my best,” | said. 

“The Emerald Palace,” he said, turning his attention back 
to the scrying pool and pointing to a small square buried in 
a complicated grid of interconnected shapes. “These are 
your private quarters. You’re three floors down from Dorothy 
and...” 

Suddenly | wasn’t paying attention. My stomach began to 
lurch. Something was happening to me. 

| had almost forgotten the spell Mombi had cast. The 
enchantment was beginning to take hold. 

The map of the palace in the scrying pool had 
disappeared and my reflection replaced it. 

At least—I thought it was me. It was hard to be sure. My 
face was no longer my own. | was turning into Astrid. 

My eyes shone back at me, no longer their familiar brown 
color but now the bright blue of a swimming pool. 

Then my pink hair was a radiant, corn-silk blonde. 

| stared at my reflection, trying to make sense of it. 

| hadn’t noticed back in the war room, but it turned out 
that Astrid was pretty. She was definitely prettier than me. 
Her nose was a bit bigger, yes, but in a way that made her 
face more interesting. She had a small, heart-shaped mouth 
and a perfectly symmetrical oval face with high cheekbones 
and a chin that was neither too prominent or too simpering. 

| was still trying to get used to my new face when | 
realized the rest of me was changing, too. It wasn’t the most 
pleasant experience: my skin felt like it was being ripped 
apart as it stretched to make room for my new bones. It 
turned out Astrid was tall. 

When | instinctively put a hand to my cheek—just to make 
sure that it was still there, | guess—I noticed that my fingers 
were now long and slender. It looked like I’d had a manicure 
recently, too. 


“Call me old-fashioned,” Mombi said, admiring her own 
handiwork, “but I liked the pink hair better.” 

| barely heard her. | turned to Nox, suddenly feeling 
scared, suddenly unsure if | was really ready for any of this. 

His face looked ashen for a minute, but then he swallowed 
hard and smiled. “Don’t worry,” he said. “You’re still Amy.” 

When | looked back into the pool, | couldn’t say that | 
agreed. There was no trace of the old me. | was no longer 
Amy Gumm. 


A short time later | was wearing the maid’s green uniform 
I'd seen on Astrid earlier. 

After | had put it on Glamora surveyed me, twirled a fiery 
tendril of hair around her finger in thought, and finally 
nodded in approval. | couldn’t help feeling proud of myself. 
“Remember what I’ve taught you,” she said. “Astrid may be 
among the lowliest of the servants, but she knows what 
forks to use; she knows the steps to the dances. Being a 
maid is only one step removed from being a princess. Don’t 
do anything to remind them you’re neither.” 

She grabbed my shoulder with one hand and placed the 
other on my spine, jerking me upright. “Watch your posture. 
Dorothy can’t abide a sloucher, and neither can |. Walk 
around like that and you'll be fired in a week. Or worse.” 

| looked into the scrying pool mirror one last time. Like 
Mombi, | missed my pink hair. And while | knew | wasn’t 
Amy Gumm anymore, | didn’t feel like Astrid either. 

| was still looking at myself when Mombi spoke up. 
“Enough of this. It’s time for you to go.” 

She reached into her robe, pulled out something that 
looked like a pebble, and dropped it into the pool. | leaned 
over to watch as it rippled in concentric circles and then 
began to glow. When | looked up, Mombi was already gone. 

“She’s always been awful at good-byes,” Glamora said 
sadly. “But lIl say one: Good-bye, darling. You'll be 
fabulous.” She opened her arms and pulled me into a deep 


hug. It was nice of her, but | think we both knew she wasn’t 
Gert. 

After a moment, she let me out of her embrace. “I'll let 
the two of you say your farewells in private,” she said, 
blowing me a final kiss before leaving. 

It was just me and Nox now. I’d never seen him so quiet. 
He was staring at the scrying pool, which was showing the 
map of the palace again. 

“| have a list of Dorothy’s likes and dislikes and schedule. 
Memorize it and then destroy it.” He held the list out toward 
me. When my hand grazed his, he grabbed on tight. 

He closed the gap between us without taking a step and 
his mouth closed over mine before | could speak. He was 
kissing me. | closed my eyes and let go of everything except 
him for a few seconds. | had never kissed a boy before so | 
had nothing to compare it to. But | was sure that whatever it 
was like, kissing Nox had to be different. 

Because Nox was different. Power and magic flowed 
between us like when he’d first showed me what magic was. 
But it wasn’t magic at all this time. It was something 
completely human. Things we couldn’t or wouldn’t say with 
millions of words were all there, all at once. Everything we 
Shared and everything we were was contained in this single 
perfect moment. 

When we broke, he was breathing hard and | wasn’t 
breathing at all. The candles in the cave suddenly blew out. 
Was it us? Or had Mombi sent a gust telling us to hurry up? 

He composed himself, letting his arms drop to his sides. 
But he was still standing within kissing distance. 

“That will never happen again,” he began. 

My stomach dropped. Was it that awful? | wondered. 

“But it would be too bad if it didn’t happen once,” he 
finished. “I just wish I’d gotten to do it when you still looked 
like yourself.” 

| wasn’t hurt. | didn’t have time to be hurt. And he was 
right. He didn’t want us distracted by each other. It was too 


dangerous. Until Dorothy was dead, | couldn’t care about 
the way | looked, or about what Nox thought about me, or 
about what Glamora had done to Astrid. 

| didn’t know what was Good or Wicked anymore. All | 
knew was what was right. 

“What do | do?” | asked. 

“Isn't it obvious?” Nox pointed at the pool, which was still 
glowing in concentric circles, pulsing outward from where 
Mombi had dropped the pebble. He smiled a smile that 
looked like a secret. “You jump.” 

| couldn’t wait any longer. If | didn’t do it now, I’d never 
have the guts. So | took a deep breath and a running start 
and dove headfirst into the shallow water. 


TWENTY- 


A moment later, | emerged out of a full-length mirror in a 
sloppy somersault. As | righted myself | realized | was in a 
dim, musty room that was so small I could almost touch 
both walls by stretching my arms out. | wasn’t even wet. 

| stood up and looked in the mirror. Astrid stared back at 
me. | touched the cool glass—solid now, no way back—and 
reminded myself that this was me standing there. This was 
me in Dorothy’s dumb servant attire: frilly white shirt, 
pleated green skirt, apron, and red patent-leather Mary 
Janes that seemed like a mocking approximation of 
Dorothy’s sky-high pumps. Cute. 

| smoothed down my skirt and adjusted the apron, looking 
around while fighting back a wave of nausea at being in one 
of the palace’s tiny rooms. | needed to get used to it quick. 
After all, this was my new home. 

The servants’ quarters weren’t much better than my cell 
had been. There was a little white bed with threadbare 
sheets printed with Ozma’s faded crest and a dresser with 
peeling paint that had seen better, grander days. A small 
silver bell sat on top of the dresser. That was pretty much it. 

It made my room back in Dusty Acres seem lavish. And 
that room hadn’t even had walls. 


| yanked open the top drawer of the dresser, not 
expecting to find much. | was right. There were three 
uniforms identical to the one that | was already wearing, 
and a couple of plain cotton dresses—one in a plain green 
satin and another in white. Glamora had told me that every 
maid had two dresses aside from her uniform—one for 
escorting Dorothy to parties and one for her monthly day 
off. 

So this was it. 

It didn’t take long to search the rest of my sad 
accommodations. | got excited for a second when | reached 
underneath the mattress and pulled out a battered old book. 
Maybe it was a diary. Some extra insight into servant life 
would come in handy. Hell, maybe Astrid had documented 
the one day a month Dorothy sunbathed in the warm glow 
of the Emerald City’s Rusty Knife Recycling Pile. That’d 
make my task easier. 

Either | wasn’t that lucky or Astrid wasn’t that interesting, 
or both. It was just a dog-eared copy of a trashy-but-famous 
Oz romance called The Quadling and the Nome, one of the 
more boring books Glamora had forced me to read during 
our cram sessions. 

| tossed it aside in frustration and sank down onto the 
bed. | was all alone for the first time in weeks, and | had 
absolutely no idea what | was supposed to do next. 

Out of boredom, | opened my palm and was about to light 
a small magic flame when | remembered Nox’s warning not 
to use magic. | snapped my hand shut and leaned back. So 
much for my plan to pass the time by staring at fire. | 
sighed. 

“Boredom,” | said aloud, “thy name is assassin-ing.” 

It was only then that | realized | was overlooking the one 
friend | did have in the palace. Well, make that two friends. 
Friend Number One: Star the Rat. Who was, in theory, still 
being kept safe by Friend Number Two: Pete. 


Pete. I’d almost forgotten him. Was he here? Did he know 
I'd managed to escape? | wondered. Or how I’d managed to 
do it? 

Even if | found him, there was no way of telling him | was 
okay. | was Astrid now, and even though | had a good feeling 
about Pete, my witch-trained side knew | couldn’t take any 
unnecessary risks. | was supposed to follow the plan. Watch 
and wait. 

| sat. | watched. | waited. 

| almost jumped out of my maid’s costume when the bell 
on the dresser rose a few inches into the air and began to 
ring. 

| knew it meant that someone in the palace needed 
service. | knew about the bell because Astrid knew about 
the bell. The spell Mombi had cast didn’t give me access to 
her memories—not exactly—but it did give me a vague 
sense of her instincts. What Astrid would do in this situation 
came through as a foreign tickle in the back of my mind. 

| walked over to the bell and cautiously picked it up. It 
rang louder. 

| held it at arm’s length toward the door. It got louder still. 
When | placed it back on the table, the tinkling chime faded. 

It was like a game of hot and cold. The bell was telling me 
which way to go. 

So me and the bell walked out the door, down one hall 
and then another and another and another. At each corner, | 
listened carefully, judging which way to go. The bell was 
getting louder and louder as | roamed through the palace. 
How big was this place? 

When | reached a carved oak doorway, the ringing 
stopped. I’d really been hoping the bell would lead me to 
one of the normal doors, but of course it put me in front of 
this monstrosity at the end of the hall. The door was carved 
into a landscape scene that twisted and moved as | stared 
at it, almost like crude animation. In it, dozens of blackbirds 
repeatedly dropped dead over an endless field of corn. 


| knocked, and then jumped back as a blackbird exploded 
into a puff of feathers beneath my knuckles. 

An impatient, somewhat familiar voice told me to enter. 
My heart sank when | saw the Scarecrow sitting on the edge 
of his bed in the center of the room, waiting for me. Or 
rather, waiting for Astrid. 

“Yes, Your Royal Scarecrow?” | chirped in my sweetest 
voice, even though I was shaking on the inside. | was face- 
to-face—and alone—with the monster who'd experimented 
on Melindra. | felt my hand tingling and | was comforted 
with the knowledge that my knife was there if | needed to 
summon it. 

The Scarecrow’s room looked less like a bedroom and 
more like an enormous, filthy study. Every surface was 
cluttered with loose papers and dirty plates and bits of 
straw. The whole place smelled stale and moldy, like the 
bootleg firewood our neighbor used to wheelbarrow around 
Dusty Acres. Lying on the floor near my feet | noticed a 
bound leather book open to a drawing of a monkey’s 
internal anatomy, with little notes in shaky handwriting 
penciled in the margins. 

| shivered and forced myself to look away, letting my eyes 
travel upward, where walls of bookshelves stretched beyond 
the reach of the candlelight. 

“Well? What took you so long?” the Scarecrow snapped. 
My eyes snapped, too, back down to where he sat, his 
creepy button eyes looking right through me. “Why didn’t 
you just zap yourself to me?” 

“Zapping is forbidden in the palace,” | said, the words out 
before | could even think about them. 

| let out an internal sigh of relief when the Scarecrow 
seemed exasperated but not suspicious. “You should know 
by now that those silly rules don’t apply when / ring,” he 
grumbled. He gave me a meaningful look. 

Oh no, | thought. Please please please don’t tell me he’s 
Astrid’s secret boyfriend. 


But he just scowled as he gestured toward a square metal 
tray that was sitting on a table next to his bed. “I’m feeling 
duller by the second here.” 

Doing my best not to disturb his mess, | carefully stepped 
over piles of junk and picked up the tray. 

It took everything | had to stay calm when | saw what was 
actually on it: knives and scalpels and curved needles and 
pliers and an assortment of other things | didn’t even want 
to think about. Some of them were still bloody. 

These were probably the same tools this monster used to 
dissect and experiment on innocent Ozians. On people like 
Melindra. 

And what did he want me to do with them? | was still 
trying to figure it out as he casually leaned his stuffed body 
against his bed’s ornate headboard and started removing a 
series of straight pins from his scalp, dropping each one 
carefully into a metal wastebasket near his feet. 

| noticed that they had blood on them, too. | cleared my 
throat and nodded toward the horror show of instruments on 


the tray. 
“What would you like me to do with these tonight, Your 
Eminence?” | kept my voice detached, like a good, 


subjugated servant girl, even as my skin crawled at the 
scene before me. | hadn’t been prepared to face the 
Scarecrow within minutes of my arrival. | hadn’t been 
prepared for the Scarecrow at all. 

He looked me up and down with his dead and shiny button 
eyes. “I want you to do the same thing | always want. 
What’s gotten into you?” Without waiting for me to answer, 
he plucked a scalpel up from the tray | held and began 
carefully using it to break apart the stitches that held his 
canvas skull together. “Il got started without you. The 
syringe is already filled.” 

| noticed it then: a syringe with a needle at least four 
inches long was sitting right there next to the rest of the 


bloody utensils. | picked it up, wishing I’d learned a spell to 
keep my hand steady. 

When | turned around the Scarecrow was lifting the flap 
off his head, revealing his brain. 

I'd seen a monkey brain once in biology class. This was 
kind of like that, only pinker and goopier. The whole thing 
was suspended in red, gelatinous mush that I’d mistaken for 
blood. 

| picked up the syringe. | gave it a little squirt like I’d seen 
nurses do on hospital shows. Where was | supposed to stick 
it? My borrowed Astrid instincts were quiet. Maybe the 
magic only went so deep, or maybe she’d done such a good 
job blocking out these traumatizing scenes that they didn’t 
transfer over, or maybe my own instinct to run away 
screaming was overriding my Astrid sense. 

Either way, | stood there holding the needle like a dummy. 

When | waited a moment too long, his gloved hand shot 
up and grabbed my wrist with a steel grip. His hold was 
tight, yet | could feel his straw insides crunching as he 
squeezed. | almost flinched away, but that wouldn’t be an 
Astrid move. | kept my eyes downcast and frightened. 

“Get it right, girl. Or l'II be the one sticking needles into 
you next.” 

“Yes, sir,” | said meekly, adding a shudder that wasn’t 
entirely feigned. 

When he let go, | went for it, jamming the needle into the 
pinkest part of his brain mass. Part of me hoped there might 
be an air bubble in the needle or something, and my next 
job as servant girl would be mopping bits of Scarecrow off 
the walls. | pushed the plunger, releasing the fluid. The 
Scarecrow let out a long moan of relief. His head lolled over 
to his shoulder and a little felt tongue | didn’t even know he 
had dangled limply from his mouth. | willed myself not to 
throw up. 

“Ahhhh,” he moaned again. 


| pulled the needle out and put it back on the tray, slowly 
backing away. 

“Do you know how many brains | had to drain for this 
stuff?” 

The thing is, he wasn’t looking at me. It sounded more like 
he was talking to himself; he barely seemed to remember | 
was there at all. 

“It’s exhausting,” he continued, “but it’s the price they 
must pay to have the finest brain in all of Oz.” 

“Yes, sir,” | mumbled. 

“I'll sew myself back up. It’s good to let it breathe for a 
bit.” He waved me away, a bit of straw escaping from his 
cuff. “Take the trash on your way out, girl.” 

| grabbed the wastebasket, almost tripped over myself 
curtsying, and got the hell out of there. 


As long as | didn’t think too much about it, and if | followed 
my feet and let the spell do the work, | Knew my way around 
the palace. After only one wrong turn, | finally found my way 
to the kitchen, which seemed as good a place as any to 
dispose of the Scarecrow’s garbage. It was empty now for 
the brief window between cleaning up after dinner and 
getting ready for breakfast. The place was even more huge 
than | had expected, which was fitting considering the size 
of the palace. 

Not to mention the size of Dorothy’s appetites. 

One wall was lined with a row of old-timey stoves while a 
row of sinks dominated the other. At the end of the kitchen 
was a fireplace, a small fire dancing behind the grate. | 
tossed the whole wastebasket in. It burned down to dust in 
an instant. 

When | turned around, | was no longer alone. Ozma was 
standing in the doorway. She wore a nightgown so sheer | 
could see her pale, almost translucent skin through it. Her 
big green eyes were unblinking, glowing brightly in the 
kitchen’s candlelight. 


| was pretty sure she hadn’t noticed me. 

| held my breath and stepped aside into a shadow. But as | 
moved, the princess let out a lilting giggle and | saw that 
her eyes were trained right on me. I’d been discovered. 

“Pardon me, Your Majesty,” | said, curtsying deeply and 
praying | hadn’t done anything technically against the rules. 

Again, she giggled. It had a manic, almost crazed quality 
to it. 

“Is there anything | can do for you?” | asked quietly and 
carefully. “May | assist you to your quarters?” 

She smiled and clapped her delicate hands together. 
“Quarters! Halves!” she exclaimed in delight, and then her 
face immediately drooped into a frown. “And have-nots.” 

So this was the One True Princess of Oz. It was obvious to 
anyone that she was broken somehow. | wondered if this 
was what she did every night—if she just wandered around 
the palace reaching for whatever shiny objects caught the 
attention of her spooky green eyes and spouting weirdo 
puns. | turned to go. | didn’t want to be around if she started 
banging on pots and pans or something. 

But as | tiptoed around her into the empty hallway, she 
called after me. 

“Dorothy knows,” she singsonged. | stopped and turned 
back, wondering what she meant. What if there was a little 
bit of Ozma still in there? 

“What does she know?” | asked, forgetting myself. 

She began to sing. “Backward rivers, Dorothy knows, 
Lion’s den, Scarecrow’s nose.” 

Oh. It was just more nonsense. 

What happened to you? | wondered. But | knew it wasn’t 
worth it to ask. 

Ozma’s hand reached out for mine as | tried to skirt past 
her. Her grip was surprisingly strong for someone so frail 
and thin that | could practically see through her. 

| tried to shake her loose, to no avail. “Ozma. Your Majesty. 
You have to let me go or l'Il get into trouble.” 


She gave me an angelic smile and patted my hair with her 
free hand. It was like my mom mid-bender. 

“What does the owl say?” she asked me. 

| inspected her face to see if there was even a hint of 
understanding, if there was anyone at all at home. It didn’t 
look like it. 

I'd taken too long to respond, so this time her question 
was louder, echoing through the kitchen. “What does the 
owl say?” 

“Please be quiet, Your Majesty,” | hissed, but when it 
looked like she was about to ask me again, | gave in. “Who! 
The owl says who.” 

“Are you?” she demanded, cocking her head to the side. 

“Astrid,” | replied, trying to stay calm, her clammy hand 
still on my wrist. “I’m Astrid.” 

“Mm mm mmm,” she replied, pointing at my chest. 
“Naughty liar.” 

| yanked away from her, more violently than I'd intended. 
Ozma teetered like an antique vase and then started to fall 
over. | had time to picture the princess of Oz cracking her 
head on the cobbled kitchen floor; that’d make for a pretty 
atrocious first night of espionage. | leapt forward to steady 
her. 

Before | could even apologize for almost knocking her 
over, Ozma latched on to me. She put her lips right up 
against my ear. 

“I'll never tell,” she whispered. 

And then, out of nowhere, she grabbed my chin and 
turned my head, kissing me softly on the cheek. Her lips 
were soft and smooth. 

What the hell? 

| pulled back gently and looked at her. Her eyes were wide 
open, too. She was still studying me. This time, though, she 
let me go. Without another word, Ozma resumed her 
wandering, leaving me in the kitchen to wonder if my cover 
was already blown. 


“Today is a beautiful day to be in Oz!” 

The lilting, sweet voice wafted across the crowded table in 
the servants’ mess hall where | was eating breakfast with 
the rest of the maids. 

| was starting to sweat, and not just because this was the 
first time my Astrid identity needed to stand up to mass 
scrutiny; it was humid in the mess hall, the room seeming to 
trap all the heat from the kitchen. There were about twenty 
girls huddled shoulder to shoulder around the long, rough- 
hewn table—no boys. The butlers and footmen I’d seen 
hustling around must take their meals at a different time. 

Jellia Jamb sat at the head of the table—the one who'd 
spoken with such unironic chipperness about what a 
beautiful day it was to be a servant. Jellia was in charge of 
the downstairs staff. She had a sickly sweet smile on her 
face and she looked like she was a few seconds away from 
bursting into song. She poised her fork above her plate and 
held it there. Everyone else followed suit. 

Jellia was pretty, with rosy pink skin and golden-blonde 
hair. AS the head maid, her uniform was a deeper, richer 
emerald green than the rest of our pale, washed-out shades 
that were somewhere between sea foam and olive. 


Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’d hoped I'd get the 
chance of a glimpse of Pete when the staff gathered, but no 
luck. If | was going to see him, it wasn’t going to be at 
mealtimes. 

We were dining on a spread left over from Dorothy’s 
dinner last night, which meant we were eating dinner and 
dessert for breakfast. Braised ribs. Truffle-infused mashed 
potatoes. Chocolate cake. The fact that my mouth was 
watering felt like some small betrayal of the Order. Even the 
maids’ food in the palace was a million times better than 
what the Order cooked up in the caves. Still, | would have 
given anything to have Gert make me some green goo 
again, something other than the table scraps of a flouncy 
despot. And, back at the caves, | could eat without feeling 
that everyone was staring at me, picking up on whatever 
giveaway Ozma had noticed the night before. Green goo 
was a lot less stressful and a lot more ethically delicious. 

“Praise Dorothy,” Jellia said, and nineteen forks descended 
in unison. Mine was just a second behind. 

Glamora was right. The girls had perfect manners, and in 
that moment, | was thankful that she’d trained me so 
vigilantly. But there was something else, something a little 
eerie. They were more than perfect—they were 
synchronized. Every girl’s fork met her lips at the exact 
Same moment and touched down on their plates again, like 
clockwork. 

“Dorothy has been very generous. She was pleased with 
last night’s service. She didn’t actually say so, but | could 
tell. She didn’t have a single complaint. Well, except about 
the bread, but that wasn’t our doing, and I’m sure Her 
Highness knows that. Aren’t we lucky to work for someone 
as kind and understanding as Princess Dorothy?” 

This girl was cheerful. Too cheerful. Dorothy wasn’t even 
here and this was at least the eleventh compliment she’d 
heaped on the princess before we’d even started eating. 


And I'd hate to see what happened to the poor person 
who screwed up Dorothy’s bread—whoever that was. 

“Astrid, are you all right? “ Jellia asked as | took a braised 
rib from the serving dish at the center of the table. 

| looked up, startled. “I’m fine.” 

“You never eat that,” the girl next to me, whose name I’d 
learned was Hannah, said suspiciously. 

“Maybe she’s trying to put on some weight,” offered 
another maid named Sindra. Her eyelashes were extra-long 
and she’d tied her hair into tight pigtails, almost like an 
homage to Dorothy. 

| swallowed hard. Was Astrid a vegetarian? Had my 
stomach just given me away? 

| shrugged as lightly as possible. “I guess I’m just extra- 
hungry this morning,” | said, trying to match the other girls’ 
perky tone and keep pace with their synchronized eating. “If 
it's good enough for Dorothy herself, it’s certainly good 
enough for me!” 

That seemed to satisfy them. Jellia nodded as if my logic 
was too unimpeachable to argue with, and | went back to 
trying to chew daintily, hoping | wouldn’t make any other 
mistakes. 

| kept my antennae up for intel, but the only subject of 
conversation was Dorothy. Which should have been a good 
thing, considering that she was the one I was really here to 
learn about. Unfortunately, no one was sharing any useful 
information. It was all about how beautiful Dorothy was, or 
how kind she was, or how lucky we were to be working for 
the greatest person in all of Oz. 

It was weird. They were like a creepy, overeager maid 
sorority. 

By the end of breakfast, | found my fork moving in time 
with the other maids. | found myself nodding when they 
nodded, chewing when they chewed, blinking when they 
blinked. Part of me was proud for how easily l’d blended in, 
a necessity if | was going to complete my mission. But 


another part of me wondered if maybe the whole automaton 
routine wasn’t coming a little too easily. 

Was it magic? | wondered. A spell to make us as orderly as 
possible? Did Dorothy have some kind of charm working to 
keep us from eating like slobs or tapping our forks? Or was 
the clockwork perkiness machine just the maids’ way of 
dealing with the constant fear of living under Dorothy? 

Breakfast didn’t last long. Jellia merrily reminded us how 
much work we’d been blessed with and hustled us off to our 
tasks. Every room in the palace was cleaned every day, 
regardless of whether or not anyone was using it. 

“I wish we could use magic for this,” | said leadingly to 
Hannah, glancing at her over our big bucket of soapy water. 
We were hunched on our hands and knees, scrubbing oil 
stains from the floor of the Tin Woodman ’s suite. 

My floor scrubbing was pretty half assed, since | was too 
busy checking out the Tin Woodman’s living space to really 
bother with my job. Except that his room was almost as 
boring as mine. The room was completely devoid of 
personal effects whatsoever, other than spare parts. The 
only thing that interested me was a strange contraption that 
was bolted to the wall, made up of two long metal brackets 
that held an ancient-looking mattress suspended about a 
foot off the floor in a perfectly vertical position. Just under it, 
a pair of boot-shaped scuff marks had become so etched 
into the wood that | was sure no amount of scrubbing would 
remove them. 

At first, | couldn’t figure out what it was. Then it dawned 
on me. This was the Tin Woodman’s bed. He slept standing 
up. 

The whole place gave me the creeps. On the other hand, 
at least we weren’t cleaning the Scarecrow’s room—that 
would have been terrifying—not to mention it would take all 
week. 

Hannah shot me a sidelong look and lowered her voice. 
“You know using magic would be wasteful, Astrid. Dorothy 


needs it, every drop. Besides, doing the work the old- 
fashioned way is comforting to Dorothy. It reminds her of 
how she used to clean the farm back in the Other Place.” 

“You don’t need to lecture me about comforting Dorothy,” 
| replied quickly. “It’s my whole reason for being here.” 

Hannah smiled at me and | smiled back, hoping to match 
her cheerily vacant quality. 

“I’m so glad our slaving away makes Dorothy feel better,” 
| muttered, pretty sure Hannah wasn’t the type to detect 
sarcasm. 

“It really does!” Hannah exclaimed. “It reminds her how 
far she’s come.” 

The soap we were using had a lemony, peachy smell. | 
wondered if this was the soap that her auntie Em used to 
use back in Kansas, before the tornado whisked her away. 
What could have happened to turn that sweet, innocent 
farm girl into this magic-hoarding fascist? 

| wasn’t going to get any useful assassination tips out of a 
frightened airhead like Hannah, so | decided to poke around 
and see if there was any way | could get her to give up 
some information about Pete. Even posing as Astrid, | 
figured tracking down the only other anti-Dorothy person | 
knew of might be helpful, and surely servants cozying up 
wouldn’t raise any red flags. Not that | wanted to cozy up 
with Pete. 

“Have you seen that boy around with the crazy green 
eyes?” | asked casually. “| wonder when he takes his break.” 

Hannah looked up at me, surprised. 

“Who? You mean one of the guards?” 

“No, | think he’s a gardener.” 

“Oh, don’t be silly, Astrid,” she said. 

| blinked. “What do you mean?” 

“You know any fraternization is strictly forbidden.” 

“Oh,” | said, trying to figure out a way to cover my 
mistake. Before | could, Hannah leaned in close enough to 
whisper. 


“| let Bryce—you know, the baker | was telling you about? 
—sneak into my room the other night,” she whispered. “But 
don’t tell anyone. | don’t want to get punished for 
Smuttiness again.” 

“| promise | won’t,” | whispered back. 

“PIL keep an eye out for your boy, too,” Hannah said. “But 
| haven’t seen anyone with eyes like that.” 

| leaned in close to the floor, trying to scrub away a 
particularly stubborn piece of dirt. Who was Pete? 


After we finished the Tin Woodman’s suite, we were allowed 
a fifteen-minute break in the servants’ mess hall. For a 
snack, Jellia brought out an array of stale muffin bottoms. 
Apparently, Dorothy ate only the tops. 

While the other girls ate with a chorus of “oohs” and 
“aahs”—I guess muffin butts were a treat around here—l 
took a moment to study the postings on the mess hall walls. 
There were a ton of brightly colored signs about proper 
cleaning techniques and uniform maintenance, but also a 
color-coded schedule of palace personnel. | tried to 
memorize it, particularly the times when the guards 
changed shift. Knowing when there could be gaps in 
Dorothy’s protection would definitely come in handy. The big 
wild cards were the Scarecrow and the Tin Woodman. They 
weren't in the habit of posting their schedules anywhere, 
even though | knew they were always somewhere in the 
palace. The Lion, too, was rumored to be around. 

The idea of seeing the Lion again, after what he’d done to 
Gert, made me sick. 

But it wasn’t my job to be sick. It was my job to get past 
them, and I’d have my hands full enough with that as it was. 
One thing at a time. First, get a read on Dorothy’s comings 
and goings, then— 

“Are you not eating, dear?” 

It was Jellia. She’d sidled up next to me without my 
noticing. 


“I will,” | replied quickly, waving at the fluorescent step- 
by-step guide to mopping. “Just feeling like | could use a 
refresher. | want to stay sharp for Dorothy.” 

Jellia nodded approvingly and handed me a muffin butt 
wrapped in a napkin. 

“Good girl,” she said. “Just remember to keep your 
strength up. It’s important.” 


Jellia wasn’t kidding around. By the end of that first day | 
was so exhausted, | collapsed immediately onto my tiny 
bed. What’d felt stiff and lumpy the night before now 
seemed to my aching body like the most comfortable spot in 
all of Oz. The calluses on Astrid’s hands hadn’t prepared me 
for how intense a full day of nonstop cleaning could be. 

| made it through. One full day posing as a maid, and no 
one seemed suspicious. Well, except for Ozma, but | hadn’t 
seen her around at all that day. And Dorothy’s guards didn’t 
come knocking down my door, which meant Ozma had kept 
her mouth shut. That was a relief. 

Better yet, | didn’t see any more of the Scarecrow’s brains 
after that terrifying first night. Rumor was he’d locked 
himself up in his laboratory—wherever that was no one 
seemed to know—hard at work on some project. In the 
meantime, we maids were instructed to leave his daily hay 
bale delivery outside his bedroom door. Secret science 
experiments were obviously ominous and something | 
Should look into, but | was mostly just relieved the 
Scarecrow didn’t have time for his creepy dalliances with 
Astrid. Through the night, the bell next to my bed remained 
mercifully silent. 

Today I’d mastered the routine and gotten used to my new 
body. Tomorrow, I’d work on getting closer. 


The next day was more of the same. Cleaning my way 
through the palace alongside Hannah and the other maids, | 
started to put together an idea of Dorothy’s day. | didn’t get 


to see her or actually wait on her—it was more her absence 
that painted a picture. The bitch cast a long shadow. 

First, | observed the hustle and bustle in the kitchen, the 
cooks preparing Dorothy’s breakfast. We're talking a 
thorough inspection of bacon here, because Dorothy 
apparently doesn’t like it too crispy. That bacon then went 
upstairs on a tray, presumably to undergo a thorough 
inspection by Jellia before being allowed to be delivered 
bedside by a shaky maid. 

The first room on our cleaning circuit, as outlined in Jellia’s 
thorough flow chart, was Dorothy’s solarium. It was her 
preferred location for midday tea with the ladies. | was 
partnered with Sindra, which meant | did most of the 
cleaning while Sindra gazed longingly at all of Dorothy’s 
gaudy decorations. After the solarium, our next stop was the 
nearby bathroom, where Sindra and | came upon a well-to- 
do woman in an elegant sundress, staring into the mirror 
like she was trying to psych herself up before skydiving. This 
was one of Dorothy’s ladies. She pretended not to notice us. 

“That’s Lady Aurellium,” Sindra gossiped on our way out. 
“Her husband used to be the Master of Coin.” 

“| didn’t even recognize her,” | said, then took a chance. 
“Horrible what happened to Lord Aurellium.” 

Sindra snorted. “Well, he shouldn’t have told Dorothy 
what she couldn’t spend the palace reserves on.” 

| didn’t press her further, but it sure sounded to me like 
something dark had befallen Lord Aurellium. And now here 
was his wife, a playdate for Dorothy. So she spent her days 
entertaining the important people of Oz she hadn’t yet 
executed or driven into hiding. 

Around teatime, we almost crossed Dorothy’s path. It was 
impossible not to hear her coming. Her red high heels 
clicked unnaturally loudly through the halls, as if amplified 
by magic. Not to mention she brought with her the heavy 
footfalls of her bodyguards and the tittering of her 
entourage, a group of gaudily dressed Dorothy-appointed 


beauty experts and jesters, all of them constantly jabbering 
about how wonderful she was. | wanted to get a look at my 
target, but Hannah yanked me away. 

Dorothy was never alone, | realized. It was unclear 
whether that was a tactical decision—or maybe even she 
couldn’t stand to be alone with herself. 

After teatime, Dorothy either took a nap or met with her 
council of advisers, or possibly both. Either way, we weren’t 
allowed on the upper floors during that time, lest we disturb 
Her Greatness. 

There was no way the maids didn’t see how screwed up 
everything was. But they went cheerfully along. Or, at least, 
they pretended to. Never for a moment did they doubt 
Dorothy’s magnificence and kindness and perfection. 

It was like they were brainwashed. Either that or scared 
out of their minds. 

Later that day, a whistling Jellia and | were sweeping dirt 
from the narrow hallway that ran between the palace and 
the Royal Gardens when the unmistakable clanking of metal 
parts came echoing in our direction. The unspoken rule 
among the maids was to stay out of sight of Dorothy and 
her advisers—particularly the metallic Grand Inquisitor and 
his Tin Soldiers—except that wasn’t an option now. There 
weren’t any doors or exits in our little hall; either we ran 
back toward the palace in the direction of the incoming 
metal man, or we ducked into the Royal Gardens where 
servants were strictly forbidden. 

Jellia’s giddy facade melted under a fresh burst of panic. 
She froze, clutching her broom and staring down the hall. | 
grabbed her and pulled her over to the side of the hallway, 
our backs tight against the wall. She was shaking. 

“It’s okay,” | told her. “We haven’t done anything wrong.” 

“But—but what if she didn’t like the song | was whistling?” 
Jellia stammered. 

Before | could answer, the Tin Woodman rounded the 
corner. The last time I’d seen him had been in battle and for 


a moment | tensed up, half expecting him to come at me. 
But he didn’t so much as glance in our direction. He didn’t 
recognize me—couldn’t recognize me. | tasted blood and 
realized I’d been biting the inside of my cheek. 

“Please, please don’t, it was just an accident!” 

The Tin Woodman was dragging a young man along by 
the elbow. He wore the emerald-plated armor of the palace 
guards. He thrashed against the Tin Woodman’s unforgiving 
grip to no avail. From around the young guard’s neck hung a 
cardboard sign that said Crime: Wandering Eye. 

“| didn’t mean to look at her!” the guard pleaded. 

“Silence,” came the Tin Woodman ’s icy reply. 

As they went by, | made the mistake of meeting the young 
guard’s eyes. | should've kept my gaze downcast and 
subservient like Jellia. Desperate, the guard tried to lunge in 
my direction. 

“Please!” he screamed. “Help me! This isn’t right!” 

| could've done something. Cast a fireball spell. 
Summoned my knife and saved that guard. | wanted to save 
him because | couldn’t stand to see that fear in his eyes. But 
then the Order’s whole plan would’ve been blown. 
Disgusted with both myself and the situation, | looked away. 

The Tin Woodman shoved the guard onward, out into the 
Royal Gardens. He didn’t bother closing the door all the way. 
After a moment, | crept over to peek outside. 

“Astrid!” Jellia hissed. “What are you doing?” 

| shushed her and watched as the Tin Woodman led the 
guard to a sunny bed of overgrown sunflowers. They 
stopped there, the guard still pointlessly struggling. | 
wondered what Wandering Eye meant. Had he checked out 
Dorothy? What was the punishment for that? 

The sunflowers shuddered, then parted, and there stood 
the Lion, stretching in his sun-drenched napping spot. | 
couldn’t believe it. Here I'd been dumbly sweeping away 
while Dorothy’s beast slept right outside the door. The Lion 
looked totally recovered from his battle with Gert. His thick 


muscles rippled under his coat of golden fur as he drew 
himself up, looming over the guard. 

The Tin Woodman exchanged words with the yawning Lion 
but | couldn’t hear them. | had to stop myself from casting a 
listening spell, again remembering Nox’s warning about 
using magic. Whatever they said, it made the guard 
collapse to his knees. 

A moment later, the Lion crooked one claw delicately 
against the guard’s face, the motion so smooth | almost 
missed it. Something that looked an awful lot like a Ping- 
Pong ball sailed in an arc away from the guard’s face and 
into the waiting, open maw of the Lion. 

It was his eye, | realized. The Lion had flicked out the 
guard’s eye and swallowed it. | backed slowly away from the 
door. 

“What did they do to him?” Jellia whispered, her curiosity 
proving to me that the maids weren’t entirely oblivious and 
brainwashed. 

“You don’t want to know,” | replied. “We should get out of 
here.” 

So this was what | was up against. A psychotic 
midwesterner with a reservoir of magic who was never 
alone, surrounded by loyal killers that would disfigure one of 
their own without a second thought. Meanwhile, I’d received 
no further instructions from Nox or the Order, and hadn't 
seen any sign of Pete, my one sort of friend in the palace. 

Sure. This whole assassination thing would be a piece of 
cake. 


TWENTY- 
CHT 


On the third day, there was a flutter of activity among the 
staff. Someone important had arrived in the palace. 

“The Wizard!” Hannah whispered in excitement as she 
headed off to clean the north wing while | gathered my 
materials to handle the south. 

“The Wizard?” | asked, hoping for more details. But 
Hannah was already scurrying away. 

Neither Glamora’s lessons or Gert’s had ever touched on 
the Wizard. Honestly, I’d forgotten all about him. Hadn’t he 
gone back to the Other Place in his balloon? What was he 
doing in Oz? As usual, | was two steps behind. 

But the Wizard was definitely here. | decided to detour 
past Dorothy’s solarium, knowing that if she kept to her 
regular schedule she’d be in there. It wasn’t on Astrid’s 
normal cleaning route for the day, but that was a risk lI’d 
have to take. | needed to find out more. 

The hallway was totally clear, and | made sure to keep my 
footfalls light. The door to the solarium was ajar, probably 
because Dorothy figured no one would have the guts to 
eavesdrop. | pressed myself against the wall outside the 
open door, peeking into the room. Inside, Dorothy was 
stretched out on a green velvet divan with ornate, gold legs. 


Next to where she reclined, a tower of little finger foods and 
pastries overflowed with snacks. Dorothy wasn’t even 
bothering to lift a finger: the cookies were floating right from 
the tray and into her mouth. 

| did a double take when | saw who was sitting across from 
her on a brocade couch: Glamora. 

No. Of course not. It was Glinda. She was wearing a slinky 
pink slip dress, her red hair piled in a perfectly coiffed updo, 
and she was sipping primly from a pink teacup. 

“| don’t trust him,” Dorothy complained. “Why does he 
have to come here at all? | let him do what he wants; | let 
him get away with using magic. Can’t he just stop pestering 
me?” 

“The Wizard may be an irritating ally,” Glinda replied. “But 
he would make a dangerous enemy. Let’s keep him happy.” 
It was freaky how much they looked and sounded like each 
other. Hearing Glamora’s voice coming from Glinda’s mouth 
made me miss her sister a little. Even if I’d never liked her 
that much in the first place. 

“| don’t see why I can’t just kill him,” Dorothy complained. 
“It would make everything so much easier. | hate him, and | 
hate his dumb little hats.” 

“The Wizard is from your world,” Glinda reminded her. 
“That makes things more complicated. His magic is 
unpredictable. Trying to kill him could easily backfire. As 
long as we keep him on our side, he’s harmless. He might 
even be able to help us. You know as well as | do that we 
Share ... similar goals.” 

“Hmph,” Dorothy said. “I just want him out of my life.” 

“Patience, Dorothy,” Glinda warned. “Why don’t we take a 
look and see what he’s up to? | agree that it’s better to keep 
a careful eye on him.” 

Dorothy let out a loud sigh of frustration. She clapped her 
hands together and | snuck a peek to see what they were 
doing. Their attention was directed at a painting of a 
pleasant woodland scene that hung on the wall, over the 


fireplace. | took the opportunity of their distraction to watch 
more closely. 

“Magic picture!” she barked. “Show us the Wizard.” 

At Dorothy’s command, the picture began to rearrange 
itself, like the paint was still wet and an invisible brush was 
creating a different scene. Suddenly the trees became a 
face | recognized: the Tin Woodman. Then another face 
formed. This was one I'd never seen before. But | had a 
good guess as to who it was. It was an older man with a 
narrow face, mischievous eyes, and overgrown, almost 
hornlike eyebrows. He had a small, jaunty top hat sitting on 
the baldest part of his almost entirely bald head. 

The Wizard was having lunch with the Tin Woodman. Even 
their voices carried crystal clear through the magic of the 
painting. It was like watching one of those high-def TVs my 
mom always talked about putting on layaway. It made me 
nervous, knowing Dorothy had access to this kind of power. | 
wondered what the limits of her spying were. 

| also wondered if | might be able to use this magic 
painting myself instead of relying on old-fashioned sneaking 
around. 

“Why don’t you just tell her how you feel?” the Wizard 
asked casually, leaning back in his chair and buttering his 
scone. 

The Tin Woodman looked up from oiling his joints with a 
scandalized expression. “I couldn’t possibly. I—” 

In the solarium, Dorothy turned to Glinda and | yanked my 
head back behind the door frame. “He’s trying to turn him 
against me,” she hissed. “Listen to him.” 

Glinda shook her head. “That’s not what it sounds like to 
me. It seems to me that they’re discussing a matter closer 
to our mutual friend’s stuffed heart.” 

“No!” Dorothy groaned. “Not this again.” 

| tentatively leaned in to see Glinda shrug, put a red- 
clawed finger to her red-painted lips, and point at the 
painting, where the Wizard was patting the Tin Woodman’s 


shoulder sympathetically. He tried to swat it away with one 
of his knife-tipped hands, but the Wizard jerked back just in 
time to avoid getting sliced. 

“It’s useless,” the Tin Woodman said. “Everything | do, | 
do for her. And still, she will never love me the way | love 
her.” 

| almost gave myself away by laughing out loud, but 
swallowed it just in time. The Tin Woodman was hopelessly 
in love with Dorothy! 

Really, it wasn’t funny. It was sick. Well, okay, maybe it 
was a little funny. 

Then | remembered what | knew about the Tin Woodman. 
He’d lost a love and accidentally chopped off his limbs with 
an enchanted ax. But what if the ax hadn’t been enchanted 
at all? What if the Tin Woodman was just a guy who was 
known for taking things too far in the name of love? 

“Why not start small?” the Wizard was advising. “Ask her 
for one dance at the next ball. That couldn’t hurt, could it? 
And maybe it will lead to something else.” 

The Tin Woodman’s forehead crumpled like aluminum foil, 
then smoothed itself out again as he considered the idea. 

“Perhaps.” 

“Ugh! It would /iterally hurt! He has knives for fingers,” 
Dorothy complained. She clapped her hands again and the 
painting changed to a motionless, pastel image of a sunny 
seascape. “Enough! Encouraging the Tin Woodman’s 
pathetic crush is treason. | could have the Wizard’s head for 
that.” 

Glinda waved off the suggestion. “Oh, hush,” she said. 
“You can’t blame him for that. We've all found ourselves 
having those conversations with your metal admirer. He 
never changes the subject; it’s impossible not to encourage 
him. Anyway, we shouldn’t be rash. Remember when you 
disposed of the Wogglebug and then, a few months later, 
you wanted another?” 

“| remember,” Dorothy grumbled begrudgingly. 


“There were no more Wogglebugs. And there is only one 
Wizard.” 

Dorothy conceded with a nod and a pout, but | wasn’t so 
sure. It looked like she might still prefer a world with no 
Wizard at all. 

Glinda stood up. “Well, my dear...” 

Glinda looked ready to leave, so that was my cue. | 
slipped away from the door and padded quietly down the 
hall. | wasn’t so bad at this spy stuff and | didn’t even have 
a magic painting. Now, | just needed to figure out what to do 
with everything I’d just learned. 


In the banquet hall, scrubbing endlessly at the shiny marble 
floors, | had plenty of time to consider my next move. 

| had so many questions. Why wasn’t the Wizard back in 
the real world where he belonged? Why didn’t Dorothy trust 
him? And what made him and his magic so dangerous that 
they couldn’t risk dealing with him? 

But | wasn’t just thinking about what they’d talked about. | 
was also thinking about that picture, wondering exactly how 
far it could see. Nox had warned me about using magic, but 
| wouldn’t be casting anything, since the painting was 
already enchanted. It was probably safe, right? 

| rushed through the rest of my cleaning. It wouldn’t be up 
to Jellia’s standards, but | didn’t care. | needed to do 
something. I'd been gathering information for three days 
and still didn’t have a concrete plan to get closer to Dorothy. 
| could keep playing maid and, in the meantime, let Dorothy 
go on murdering her enemies and disfiguring her allies, all 
the while wasting my days cleaning until | slipped up and 
got beheaded for the crime of Soap Scum. Or, | could take a 
risk, speed things up, and use her magic painting. 

Yeah. Worth it. 

| tiptoed back to the solarium. This time, it was empty. 

| looked both ways down the corridor to make sure no one 
was coming, and crept into the room, approaching the 


picture. It had changed again. Now it was a painting of a 
quaint little cottage, like something you'd see in a dentist’s 
office. 

| wasn’t sure it would work. The picture was probably just 
a normal painting without Dorothy’s magic to make it do its 
thing. Even so, | looked around nervously one more time, 
and then faced it. 


“Magic picture,” | whispered, trying to mimic Dorothy’s 
sharp command, only quietly. “Show me—” 
“Ahem.” 


ld been caught. Without thinking, without even turning 
around, and definitely without considering Nox’s warning 
about magic, | cast an invisibility spell. My cover was blown. 
Escape was now the only thing on my mind. 

| disappeared only for a second. Before | could even move 
my invisible feet, a feeling like getting splashed by a bucket 
of cold water came over me. Just like that, | was visible 
again, my spell canceled. | stood smack in the middle of 
Dorothy’s solarium, exposed. 

The Wizard stood before me. 


TWENTY- 
MNE, 


The Wizard took a step toward me and tipped his hat, 
revealing a bald, shiny head with a horseshoe of curly gray 
hair. He smiled at me with a mischievous twinkle in his eye 
and gave a little bow. 

I'd expected to come face-to-face with one of Dorothy’s 
underlings or maybe even Her Awfulness in the flesh. With 
some effort, | calmed the fight-or-flight reflex, especially 
since flight had already failed. The Wizard wasn’t one of 
Dorothy’s allies, but that didn’t make him one of my friends. 

“Oh, excuse me, sir,” | managed to get out, trying to play 
it cool. “I was just dusting.” 

The Wizard looked pointedly at my empty hands. 

“Yes, well,” he replied thoughtfully, “spick-and-span as 
this whole place appears, | Suppose one would need an 
invisible maid for the invisible dust.” 

| let out a nervous laugh that was only half feigned. 

“| don’t know what you mean, sir,” | said, and tried to walk 
around him. The Wizard took a step backward, getting in my 
way. He smiled at me again and tipped his chin, almost like 
we’d just accomplished some kind of fancy dance step. It 
took some menace out of the moment. Even so, | took a 
second to size the old man up. 


The Wizard looked like a handsome, aging movie star. His 
clothes were perfectly tailored, his suit a stiff brocade like it 
was cut from a tapestry. Soft silk ruffles peeked out from his 
collar and cuff links with little silver Ws punctuated his 
wrists. He touched the brim of his hat as | appraised him. 
Compared to the rest of his outfit, the black hat with its 
black band looked simple and worn, almost like it came from 
another time. 

“It must have been a trick of the light,” the Wizard said 
impishly, waving at the solarium’s dozens of twinkling 
windows. “A sleight of body, perhaps.” 

| Knew he was screwing with me but | stared at him with 
the inoffensive blandness I’d picked up from the rest of the 
maids. 

“If that’s all, sir, | have more chores to be done,” | said 
with an excess of politeness. 

The Wizard fixed me with a mysterious, catlike smirk. “Ah. 
That’s what we like around the palace. Initiative. Gumption. 
Spunk. It seems to me that | used to know someone else like 
that, too.” 

My mind immediately went to the most obvious person: 
he was talking about Dorothy. 

“Of course, I’m speaking about myself,” he said. He gave 
me a sly wink, like he knew it wasn’t what I’d been 
expecting him to say. “What’s your name, child?” 

“Astrid,” | said quickly. Maybe too quickly. This guy was 
crafty, | didn’t want to give anything else away. 

Of course, | knew what everyone knew about the Wizard— 
that he’d come to Oz in a balloon, that he’d set himself up 
as its ruler in Ozma’s absence, and that he wasn’t a real 
wizard at all, just a guy with a lot of fancy tricks. And, of 
course, there was the fact that he had supposedly /eft Oz 
just around the same time Dorothy had, to go back to his 
own world. My world. 

Clearly, some parts of the story weren’t quite accurate— 
for starters, he was still here in Oz. But for some reason, in 


all my lessons with the Order, Glamora and Gert and the 
rest had never brought up the Wizard at all. Had he ever 
really left in the first place? Did they know he was here? | 
wondered how it all connected. 

The Wizard had turned away from me and was examining 
the painting. He leaned in close, like he was super- 
interested in the brushwork, and then stepped back and ran 
his finger along the edge of the gilded gold frame. 

“I see you missed a spot, Astrid,” he said, holding up his 
index finger, which was perfectly clean. “You'll have to be 
careful about that next time. You’re lucky it was me who 
noticed. Others around here get quite upset when things are 
where they don’t belong.” 

“It won’t happen again, sir,” | said. | inched toward the 
door, but part of me wanted to stay. It seemed like the 
Wizard was trying to warn me, which meant maybe | could 
trust him. Or at least get some valuable information out of 
him, making this whole excursion to the solarium not a total 
screwup. 

“How long have you been working in the palace, Astrid?” 
he asked, seeing me linger. 

| hesitated. “Several years now,” | said finally, figuring it 
was a vague enough answer that it was probably safe. 

“And what do you think of your job? Of the princess?” 

“It’s wonderful, sir,” | said. “I’m so lucky to be able to work 
for someone as wise and beautiful and generous as 
Dorothy.” 

“Ah yes,” the Wizard replied, as if we were discussing the 
weather. “Dorothy certainly has ways of keeping her 
servants smiling. After all, the minute you start grumbling, 
you'll be sent off for an official Attitude Adjustment from the 
Scarecrow.” 

“I—” | wasn’t sure how to respond. The Wizard seemed 
like he was tempting me to be critical of Dorothy. | wanted 
to trust him. But he’d already caught me doing magic and | 
didn’t want to give him more ammunition if he wasn’t on my 


side. He almost seemed to be hinting to me that he was— 
but just because Glinda and Dorothy hated him didn’t mean 
he was a good guy. 

“The Scarecrow is so brilliant,” | finally said. “Without him, 
we wouldn’t have so many of the advances in magical 
technology that make Oz the place it is now.” 

The Wizard smiled sadly and fiddled with his boutonniere. 
“Of course,” he said. “Where would Oz be if not for the 
Scarecrow’s great experiments? Ravens with human ears; 
men with bicycle wheels instead of legs—it’s a glorious 
world we live in now, isn’t it? It almost reminds me of the 
one | came from.” At that he looked back up at me. It was 
almost like he was trying to gauge my reaction. 

| didn’t let myself react. “Yes, sir,” was all | said. 

“| hear,” the Wizard mused, “that the Scarecrow is 
working on his greatest experiment yet.” 

| perked up. This was exactly the type of information that 
would be valuable to the Order. | had to be careful not to 
seem too interested, though. 

“In his lab, sir?” | asked casually. 

“Oh yes,” the Wizard replied. “Day and night in his secret 
laboratory. Not sleeping. Probably working his fingers to the 

. well, I’m not sure if the Scarecrow actually has bones. 
But you get the point.” 

| nodded enthusiastically and tried not to choke on my 
own fake sincerity. “He sacrifices so much.” 

The Wizard’s face lit up. 

“Those who have sacrificed always have the most to 
lose,” he said, watching me closely. “Ever hear that 
expression, Astrid?” 

| shook my head. “No, sir.” 

“Ah. You will, my dear. You will.” 

What the hell did that mean? 

Before | could ask, the Wizard tipped his hat and strolled 
out. 


My heart was pounding on my way back to my room. 
What was the Wizard trying to tell me? Did he have some 
clue as to who | was or what | was here to do? It was like 
trying to put a five-thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle together 
without the picture on the box. 

Ozma. The Wizard. The palace was full of cryptic oddities 
that | couldn’t quite get a handle on. Who could | trust? 

It was almost like the universe wanted to provide me with 
an answer when | opened my door to find Pete sitting on my 
bed. 


THIRTY 


| jumped back and gasped. | had been starting to wonder 
whether Pete even existed at all, and now he was sitting on 
my bed without a care in the world—like he belonged there. 

| had to remind myself that it wasn’t my bed. It was 
Astrid's bed. Which meant he was here to see her, not me. 
But why? 

All | wanted to do was run over to Pete and hug him—to 
tell him /t’s me, Amy, and I’m okay. | wanted to tell him 
about Mombi and the Order, and about Gert, and how she 
had died. About why | was here and what | was going to do. | 
couldn’t tell him any of those things, though. 

| closed the door behind me just in case anyone passed by 
in the hallway, and then tried to get my head together. 

“What are you doing here?” | asked, in the most 
noncommittal voice | could manage. | didn’t want to seem 
too surprised to see him. | still didn’t know why he was in 
Astrid’s room. What if they were friends? 

A thought struck me. What if they were a thing? That 
would be awkward. 

Pete stood up from the bed. His face spread into a wide 
grin and he stepped over to me and wrapped his wiry arms 
around me in a huge hug. | didn’t let myself give in to it, but 
| didn’t fight it either. 

“You made it,” he said, sounding choked up. “You’re here.” 


My entire body stiffened. | pulled myself out of his grip 
and pushed him away. 

“Of course I’m here. It’s my room.” 

“I came as soon as | could. Sometimes it’s hard for me to 
get away.” 

| didn’t know what Pete was playing at. Yes, he had been 
kind to me. He had been my friend. But he’d been cagey, 
too, and | still didn’t know who—or what—he was. | still 
didn’t know if | could trust him, given what | now knew from 
the Order. 

As much as | wanted to, | knew that | couldn’t. Nothing 
was Safe around here. 

“| don’t know what you're talking about,” | said carefully. 
“And I'm not supposed to have anyone in my room. You 
Should leave.” 

Pete put a soft hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, Amy,” he 
said. “You don’t have to pretend—! know it’s you. Your 
secret’s safe with me. At least, it’s as safe as Star is.” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out my pet rat. 
When her little white face peered up at me and she gave a 
squeak, | couldn’t hold back anymore and tears welled up in 
my eyes. 

All the uncertainty and fear and strangeness of the last 
few weeks came flooding through my body at the familiar 
sight of her. | reached out my hands and Star crawled into 
them. 

“How did you know?” | asked, looking up at Pete. “How did 
you find me?” 

“You can change your face, Amy, but I'd know you 
anywhere,” he said. It wasn’t any kind of answer. | wiped a 
tear from my cheek and studied Pete. His expression was as 
impassive and mysterious as his words. 

| clasped Star to my chest. 

“Is there something wrong with my disguise?” | asked. It 
was something I’d been worried about since my run-in with 
Ozma, and if Pete could see through it, what was to stop 


someone like Dorothy or Glinda from realizing | wasn’t who | 
said | was? 

“That’s not it,” Pete said. “Whoever cast the spell knew 
what they were doing. It will fool them all. Everyone except 
me.” 

| suddenly remembered what they’d told me before | left 
the Order—that I’d have a handler in the palace, another 
one of the Order’s agents who would be keeping an eye on 
me. Someone to watch my back and, eventually, give me 
instructions. 

| wondered if that someone could be Pete. It would make a 
lot of sense—he could have been the one who had led 
Mombi to me in the first place, when | was back in the 
dungeon. 

But | knew that | wasn’t supposed to have any contact 
with my handler at all. Not unless it was totally necessary. | 
wasn’t even supposed to know who it was. If it was Pete, | 
was pretty sure he wouldn’t be risking the plan by sneaking 
into my room. 

“I asked some of the other maids about you,” | said. 
“They'd never heard of a gardener with green eyes.” 

“Yeah, they don’t really know me around here,” Pete 
replied. He sat back down on the edge of my bed. 

| stayed standing. “You told me before that you worked 
here.” 

“I do. It’s complicated.” 

Complicated. The word thudded between us. It was my 
least favorite word. Dad had used it just before he left me 
and Mom and never came back. | felt myself getting angry 
again. 

“How am | supposed to trust you when you won’t tell me 
the first thing about you?” | asked, my voice rising. I’d used 
up all my subtlety in my conversation with the Wizard. | was 
done with all this coy crap. “‘It’s complicated, Amy. | can’t 
tell you, Amy.’ It’s a bunch of bullshit! You need to start 
explaining.” 


As | raged, | felt my palm open. Magic tingled my 
fingertips like they were itching, and | knew it was my knife. 
It wanted to come to me. Whether or not / trusted Pete, my 
knife didn’t. It was trying to tell me something—that he was 
dangerous. For now, though, | willed it to stay out of sight. 
I'd already slipped with my magic once today, it couldn’t 
happen again. 

Pete sighed and looked up at me with apologetic eyes. 
“Look,” he said. “I don’t work in the palace, exactly. Not 
inside, at least. I’m not really even supposed to be in here. | 
work on the grounds—in the greenhouse.” 

The greenhouse. I’d seen it from the window when I'd 
been cleaning. 

| sat down next to him on the bed. It made sense—sort of. 
At the very least, it explained why he always smelled 
vaguely of flowers. 

It didn’t explain everything, though. | knew in my gut that 
there was more to his story. 

But wasn’t there always more to everyone’s story around 
here? To survive in Dorothy’s Oz, a person had to have their 
secrets. | would let Pete keep his. 

For now. 

“How did you get back here?” he asked me. “Why are you 
back here, after what almost happened? Who disguised 
you? Who are you working for?” 

He took my hand in his and clasped it tight, but | looked 
away. If Pete could have his secrets, | could have mine, too. 

“Long story,” | said. 

Pete frowned, but | didn’t care. | was just giving him a 
taste of his own medicine. 

“I have time,” he said. 

“Good. That means you have time to tell me about the 
Wizard,” | replied, reminding myself to stay focused on my 
mission. 

Pete bit his lip. “Okay,” he said, disappointment in his 
voice. “If that’s what you want to talk about.” 


“Spill it,” | commanded. 

“There’s not a lot to tell,” he said, averting his eyes. “l 
don’t know a lot about the Wizard. No one does.” 

| pulled my hand away and placed it in my lap. Star was 
racing around the room, sniffing everything. “Tell me what 
you do know, then. Why is he here? What happened? What’s 
his deal?” 

Pete paused like he was trying to decide how much was 
safe to say, and then nodded. “There are different theories. 
The Wizard left in his balloon just before Dorothy used 
magic to go home. You know that part of the story.” 

| nodded. 

“For a while he was gone. And then he wasn’t. That’s 
where it gets a little hazy.” 

“Someone brought him back?” 

“Maybe. Or maybe the balloon never took him home at all. 
No one really Knows. What we do know is that somewhere 
along the way, he spent some time with the witches. That’s 
how he became a real wizard instead of a fake one.” 

| jerked my face toward him in surprise. “What witches?” 

“The ones who are left—the ones Dorothy didn’t kill. Not 
counting Glinda, obviously, though her twin sister is one of 
them. Their leader’s a witch named Mombi. Anyway, 
between the time the Wizard left and the time he showed up 
back at the palace, she and the Wizard became allies. They 
aren’t anymore, though. He came back to the palace pretty 
soon after Dorothy returned. Apparently he and Mombi had 
a falling out.” 

Now this was getting interesting. Still, | kept my face 
expressionless. | didn’t want him to know that | knew Mombi 
or any of the other witches. 

“I talked to the Wizard today,” | said. “He was weird. He 
caught me doing. .. something, but | don’t think he cared. | 
think he might know who | am.” 

Pete’s eyebrows raised. “It’s possible,” he said. “The 
Wizard always seems to know more than everyone else. It 


has something to do with the kind of magic he uses. It’s 
different from the usual Oz magic. He’s a real wizard now. 
The question is what kind of wizard he is.” 

Exactly. The usual question: Good or Wicked? 

“Dorothy doesn’t trust him,” Pete continued. “But she 
thinks she can use him. | don’t even know if the Wizard 
himself knows whose side he’s on.” 

“What if he’s figured me out?” | asked. “What if he tells 
Dorothy what he saw?” 

Pete twisted his mouth in thought. “I don’t think he’d do 
that,” he said. “But I’d stay away from him if | were you.” 

| nodded, but | wasn’t so sure. What if the Wizard was 
Supposed to be my contact here in the palace? His arrival 
pretty much synchronized with mine, and if everyone 
believed he’d had a falling out with Mombi that could make 
for good cover. There was still so much | didn’t know. 

“What about Ozma?” | asked. “I saw her, too. | think it was 
the real Ozma, not one of her holograms.” 

Pete’s face twitched, just barely, but enough for me to 
notice. “She’s around. I’ve never met her. She’s not herself 
—Dorothy did something to her. Listen, just ignore her. 
That’s what everyone else does.” 

“She kissed me,” | said. 

“That sounds like Ozma,” he said. “She’s in her own little 
world. It’s kind of sad.” 

Suddenly his eyes glazed over. His hands trembled at his 
sides. He tried to shove them in his pockets. 

“Pete?” He began to flicker. 

“I have to go.” 

Before | could stop him, Pete slipped out the door and into 
the hallway. He didn’t even say good-bye. 

At my feet, Star tittered and scratched. | picked her up 
and snuggled her against my chest, sighing. 

“Well,” | said to my loyal pet rat, “at least | have one ally 
here | can trust.” 


THIRTY- 
Z 


“How about you carry a poison capsule in your little jaws 
and drop it into her mint julep? Think you could pull that 
off?” 

Star stared at me, then scratched my chest with her tiny 
claws and went back to sleep. | guess she wasn’t into my 
idea. 

It was early the next morning. | hadn’t slept well and had 
spent most of the night tossing and turning, much to Star’s 
chittering annoyance, and now | was up before the magic 
bell at my bedside had even summoned me to my chores. 

| sighed and plucked Star from my body, placing her back 
on the bed. As | pulled on a clean uniform, | couldn’t help 
rolling my eyes at the prospect of another day of redundant 
chores. The mysteries around the palace—Ozma, the 
Wizard, Pete—were piling up, but | still wasn’t any closer to 
figuring out a way to kill Dorothy. How many days of boring 
housework would | have to put up with before the Order 
made contact? If | wasn’t careful, way more careful than I’d 
been yesterday in the solarium, it wouldn’t matter. I’d be 
back in the dungeon. 


Turning to face the mirror, | checked myself for 
presentability and then searched my still-strange face, 
looking for a sign of what Pete had seen in it—the thing that 
had tipped him off that | wasn’t who | appeared to be. | 
found nothing. 

| almost jumped out of my shoes at a knock on the door. 

Now this was new—before, if someone had needed me, 
they summoned me with the magic bell. No one had ever 
knocked on the door before. 

“Just a moment!” | called out nervously, grabbing Star and 
shoving her under my bed. “Stay,” | whispered urgently. She 
seemed to get the picture. 

When | saw Jellia waving cheerily at me from the other 
side of the threshold, | stifled my surprise. Maybe she did a 
weekly inspection of the maids’ quarters. If so, | hoped Star 
would have the rat-smarts to stay out of sight. 

“Astrid!” she chirped. “How pretty you look! And aren’t 
you just the luckiest girl in the world today?” 

| fixed a robotic grin across my face. “Every day is lucky 
when you work for Dorothy,” | replied. 

Jellia chuckled. If she sensed my complete lack of 
sincerity, she didn’t let on about it. “Now that’s the attitude 
we like around here,” she said. “But today’s luckier than 
most, dear—you have a very special assignment. You're 
going to help me prepare Dorothy for her activities. How 
does it feel to be the new second handmaid?” 

| stepped back in genuine surprise. “Me? Dorothy’s new 
lady-in-waiting?” 

“Yes, you, you silly goose,” Jellia said. “Don’t act so 
surprised! You’ve been here longer than almost anyone, and 
you've proven yourself just as loyal and lovely as any of us. 
Now come—we don’t want to keep Her Highness waiting.” 

“But what about Hannah?” | asked, following Jellia down 
the hall at a businesslike clip. As of yesterday at lunch, 
Hannah had been the second handmaid. She hadn't been in 


her seat at dinner, but I’d just assumed Dorothy had needed 
her for something. What had happened to her? 

Jellia looked over at me and shook her head sadly. 
“Hannah is in the infirmary,” she said. “She won’t be 
returning to service in the palace.” 

That didn’t sound good. | put a hand to my chest, trying to 
mask my curiosity with sisterly concern. “What happened to 
her? Will she be okay?” 

“Unfortunately, the Lion took a liking to her. Joo much of a 
liking.” She sighed. “It wasn’t the poor thing’s fault—the 
Lion has always had appetite issues. There was nothing 
Hannah could have done.” 

“Did he... eat her?” Images of Gert melting on the floor 
of the forest clearing back in Gillikin flew into my head. She 
had died trying to protect me. To protect all of us. 
Meanwhile, the Lion was still alive, maiming guards and 
running around attacking innocent servant girls for no 
reason. 

“Well—not all of her,” Jellia said. Her smile had never 
wavered. “She'll be fine in no time, and after she recovers 
enough, the Scarecrow will repair her body. She’ll be better 
than ever. She’s actually quite pleased. It’s an honor to 
enter the service of the Tin Soldiers.” 

Pleased. Sure. | was burning with anger. Being mauled by 
a lion and becoming one of the Scarecrow’s gruesome 
science projects was supposed to be an honor now? As the 
heat rose in my chest, | felt my invisible knife again, pulsing 
along with my heartbeat somewhere inside my body. It 
wanted to come out. It wanted to do some damage. | willed 
it away. 

“Is the Lion still here? In the palace?” 

“No,” Jellia replied as we turned a corner and headed up 
the grand staircase toward Dorothy’s quarters. “Glinda 
decided it would be best for him to return to the forest for 
the time being. We don’t want another incident, and he 
hasn’t been himself since—” Suddenly she stopped herself. 


“Since what?” I’d wondered if he’d been affected by what 
Gert had done to him in the woods but | couldn’t see 
anything specific the day | saw him in the garden. 

She looked away. “Never mind that. Aren’t you excited 
about your new assignment?” 

| was excited, but not for the reasons Jellia thought | 
Should be. | was scared, too. Getting close to Dorothy was 
part of my mission, but this was all happening so quickly. 

| knew from listening to the other girls at mealtime that 
being one of Dorothy’s ladies-in-waiting was a coveted 
position, reserved only for the most cheerful and pliable of 
the servants. 

“Why me?” | asked. 

“You’ve impressed the princess over the years. And 
you've impressed me.” Jellia lowered her voice and leaned 
in close. “You work well under pressure, dear. You'll need 
that.” 

| thought about our encounter with the Tin Woodman in 
the tight confines of the garden annex. | assumed Jellia had 
blocked that incident out, stored it down in her special utility 
closet of denial. Apparently, it made more of an impression 
than | thought. 

“That, and...” Jellia glanced over at me, sidelong, “the 
Wizard also put in a good word for you.” 

| stopped in my tracks. “The Wizard?” 

“Oh yes. He came to me just last night and told me how 
pleased he was with your dusting. True, the Wizard is always 
full of compliments, but not usually when it comes to 
housekeeping. You must have made quite the impression. | 
thought it was only fair that you get your chance.” 

“I was just doing my job,” | said, still not sure what to 
make of all this. Was the Wizard trying to help me? Was he 
working for the Order, helping me make my way into 
Dorothy’s inner sanctum? 

Jellia turned to me and looked me up and down, mistaking 
my confusion for reluctance. “If you aren’t up for this, Astrid, 


I’m sure any of the other girls would jump at the chance.” 

“No, of course | am. It’s just—poor Hannah.” 

“This isn’t the time for mourning. We go on,” she scolded. 
“We only have one job, and that’s to please Dorothy.” 

Yeah, Jellia kinda needed a slap. But all these maids were 
so brainwashed, | couldn’t fault her for being callous. 

We arrived at the door to Dorothy’s private chambers. It 
was green and heavy and gaudy as hell, carved from solid 
emerald and etched with an ornate floral pattern, the 
grooves lined with gold and jewels. 

Jellia gave me a last once-over before we entered. 

“Here,” she said, digging into the pocket of her apron and 
pulling out a little gold pot. “We’re not really supposed to 
use it, but just a little bit won’t hurt.” She unscrewed the lid 
and held it out to me. 

| cautiously dipped my finger inside and came back with a 
glob of shimmering, greasy stuff that reminded me of lip 
gloss. Indigo’s face popped into my head and | closed my 
eyes for a second, remembering what she’d told me about 
it. | smeared it across my lips, feeling a tingle as the 
PermaSmile took effect. It wasn’t exactly comfortable—it felt 
like the corners of my mouth were being held apart by 
clothespins—but | guessed that was better than accidentally 
letting Dorothy see me frown. 

| returned the canister to Jellia and she took a little for 
herself, refreshing her smile before placing the goop back in 
her apron. When her hand came back out, she handed me a 
silver hairbrush. 

“Remember—it’s a thousand strokes. Not a thousand and 
one and not nine hundred ninety-nine. Don’t lose count. 
Dorothy will know. She always does—we’ve lost more than 
one girl that way. If there’s one thing to say about Hannah, 
it’s that she certainly cou/d count.” 

Jellia knocked on the door and, after getting no response, 
pushed it open. As she entered, she looked over her 
Shoulder and whispered back at me with one more bit of 


advice. “Whatever you do,” she said, “don’t touch the 
shoes.” 

Dorothy’s room was wall-to-wall pink. Pepto-Bismol pink, 
cotton-candy pink, sunset pink, and every nauseating shade 
in between. A canopied bed was encircled with pink silken 
drapes; the floor was wall-to-wall pink shag carpet; and the 
ceiling overhead was covered in what looked like pink 
rhinestones that would probably make you go blind if you 
stared at them too long. 

If Madison Pendleton ever made it to Oz, | thought, she 
could probably get a job as Dorothy’s personal interior 
decorator. 

In the center of the room, a few feet from the bed, some 
kind of green powder had been sprinkled onto the carpet in 
a wide circle. Inside it, a little black terrier was racing 
around in excitement, chasing his own tail. 

| knew exactly who that was. Toto. When he spotted us, he 
bared his tiny teeth at me and growled. 

Jellia stepped carefully around him. | did the same, and as 
| did, Toto lunged at me but hit an invisible barrier. 
Undaunted, he got back up on his little feet and tried again. 
| jumped, despite myself. 

“Don’t mind him,” Jellia said, waving her hand. “He’s 
having another time-out. He’s a sweet little thing, but he 
sometimes has problems controlling himself.” 

It was no surprise that Dorothy’s little dog was as vicious 
as she was. As for Dorothy herself, though, she was 
nowhere to be found. 

Jellia pulled the fluffy bedspread a hair tighter as she 
passed by. “Yoo-hoo!” she singsonged. “Your Majesty!” 

There was no response. 

“She’s probably in her favorite place,” Jellia said, pulling 
open a door. 

Calling it a closet was an understatement. It was as big as 
one of the caves back in the Order. There were dresses, mini 
and maxi, corseted and flowy, and ball gowns and short- 


Shorts and skinny pants. The clothes were endless in their 
variety, but they all had one thing in common: they all bore 
a familiar, blue-checked print. 

When I reached out and ran my fingers against the fabric 
of a checkered jumpsuit, it dislodged itself from the others 
and floated out ahead of us as if it were being worn by an 
invisible model. | touched a hat next, and it joined the dress 
on its strut down the runway. 

Jellia gave me a sharp glance and touched both items, 
launching them right back to their original spots. | grimaced 
in silent apology. 

We continued through the closet with no Dorothy in sight. 
Besides Her Royal Awfulness, there was something else that 
was conspicuously absent amidst the rows and rows of 
clothes: there wasn’t a single pair of shoes. 

We finally found Dorothy in the back, stretched out on a 
chaise covered in pink paisley swirls. She was wearing a 
long, silk robe—still in that blue gingham pattern—and the 
toes of her red heels poked out from underneath it. 

Even in her pajamas, she never took them off. Did she 
sleep in them? 

“You're late,” Dorothy said icily, looking up from a fashion 
magazine called Her Majesty. Her own face PermaSmiled at 
me from the cover. 

“I’m sorry, ma'am,” Jellia said, casting her eyes to the 
floor. “There was a disturbance with one of the other maids. 
Astrid here will be taking Hannah's place.” 

Dorothy glowered at me. “Can she count?” 

“She’s a wonderful counter,” Jellia said. | nodded in 
agreement, but Dorothy had already stopped caring. She 
threw her head back and stretched, clapping her hands 
together. 

“Where are we on the guest list for the ball?” she 
demanded. 

“Everyone who’s anyone will be there,” Jellia asserted. 
“Jinjur, Polychrome. | even heard from Scraps, the Patchwork 


Girl.” 

Dorothy frowned, like she wasn’t all that impressed with 
her guest list. Well, maybe if she weren’t always exiling and 
executing people, they would want to come to her parties. 

“Whatever,” Dorothy snapped, and pointed to the tray of 
nail polish that was sitting on a small vanity in the corner. 
“Anna. Nail polish.” 

It took me a second—and a look from Jellia—to figure out 
that Anna meant me. | nodded shyly and brought the tray 
over, wondering where | was supposed to put it. Jellia just 
tapped it quickly and it floated right out of my hands, 
hanging steady in the air. 

“What would you like today?” Jellia asked, surveying the 
rainbow of polishes. | was happy to see that at least when it 
came to her manicures Dorothy had a sense of variety. 
There must have been at least a hundred different colors. 

Dorothy sat up and swung her feet to the ground. As she 
did, her shoes made a ruby-red comet’s tail through the air. 
| had to stifle a gasp. It was like they were glowing from the 
inside, like they wanted me to notice them. 

Jellia and Dorothy were prattling on, deciding on the best 
nail art for the day—stripes or swirls or sparkles? They 
sounded like they were talking from the end of a long 
tunnel. | couldn’t take my eyes off the shoes. | was 
transfixed. 

So beautiful. So shiny. So perfect. 

Whoa, get a grip, Amy. 

I'd taken pride in wearing the same ratty pair of knockoff 
Converse since freshman year. They were broken in, 
comfortable, and something the Madison Pendletons of the 
world wouldn’t wear in a million years. I’d never given a 
crap about shoes before, especially not the bedazzled 
variety. So why now? Something wasn’t right. 

Even as | reasoned with myself, the glow from the shoes 
intensified. | realized they were shining just for me, that 


Dorothy and Jellia couldn’t see them, not like | could. They 
were calling to me. 

A numbness spread over the skeptical part of my mind. 

| wondered what it would be like to have people wait on 
me the way we were waiting on Dorothy. What it would be 
like to have a closet full of dresses. What it would be like to 
have power. 

Power that came from those shoes. 

| want them, | thought. / need them. 

| should just take them. 

| was vaguely aware of my body moving, my hands 
clenching and unclenching. Slowly, | reached toward 
Dorothy’s feet. 

“Astrid,” Jellia warned, yanking my elbow back. 

| ignored her. | wanted those shoes. 

“Astrid!” she said again, this time angrily. She snapped 
her fingers right in my face, tearing my eyes away from 
Dorothy’s feet. | blinked. Looking up at Jellia, | felt like 
myself again, and | knew that the shoes had been doing 
something to me. 

Jellia just glared, as if to say Didn’t | warn you? 

Dorothy was busy holding up a bottle of polish to the light, 
thinking about her impending manicure. When | glanced in 
her direction, | saw her eyes narrow and her mouth twitch 
up in the tiniest sneer. Had she noticed? Did she know what 
her shoes were doing? 

“Astrid,” Jellia ordered firmly, “the princess needs her hair 
brushed.” 

“One thousand strokes exactly!” Dorothy snapped, still not 
looking up at me. 

| took a deep breath and moved behind her. | grabbed the 
brush from my pocket and pulled it slowly through Dorothy’s 
thick auburn locks. Her hair smelled like lemons and 
sunshine. | expected there to be a rotten note underneath, 
but there wasn’t. It was all sweetness and light. This is what 
evil smells like, | realized. 


One, two, three, four... | counted silently, being careful 
not to yank too hard when | hit a rare tangle. It was actually 
sort of relaxing—l felt much better now that | had something 
to focus on other than the shoes. 

“Let’s do the hearts,” Dorothy finally decided. “Use the 
pink glitter. Blue for the base.” She extended her hands to 
Jellia and | realized that there was something gnarled about 
them. The rest of Dorothy was perfect, but her hands looked 
like an old woman's. 

Jellia pulled up a stool and picked out the first color. 
Dorothy began to hum a low waltz under her breath while 
Jellia got to work. 

Jellia was an artist. Her fingers moved delicately and 
quickly over Dorothy’s nails, tracing the outlines of tiny 
hearts without even the tiniest mistake. Still, you could tell 
it wasn’t easy. Jellia’s brow crinkled in concentration and it 
quickly began to shine with sweat as she worked. 

“Tell me the gossip,” Dorothy demanded. “No one ever 
tells me anything. There must be something interesting 
going on in this palace of mine. | know you know. The 
servants always do.” 

“Let me think,” Jellia said. As she spoke, she glanced up at 
me, probably to check on my progress. | was at two 
hundred. | met her eyes, flashed her a reassuring smile, and 
then nearly nicked the back of Dorothy’s ear with the brush. 

Dorothy didn’t even notice, she just went on humming her 
stupid waltz. But Jellia did, flinching on my behalf at the 
close call. That’s how it happened. 

Jellia’s hand slipped. A drop of nail polish fell from the 
brush. | watched it go, as if in slow motion. 

The sparkly pink polish landed in a blob on the pink 
Carpet. 

Dorothy shrieked. 

The thing is, the polish almost matched the color of the 
carpet. Even if it wouldn’t come out, it was just a tiny little 
drop. No one would notice. But Dorothy would know. 


“You idiot!” she screamed. 

Jellia didn’t move. Her lips twitched at the corners of her 
frozen smile. “Princess Dorothy—Your Highness—l am so 
very sorry. It...” 

She dropped to her knees in panic, dabbing frantically at 
the carpet with a handkerchief to blot out her mistake. But 
Dorothy put her hand out to halt the maid. 

“Don’t. You'll just smear it and make it worse.” 

Jellia looked up, eyes impossibly wide above her frozen 
smile. But Dorothy was over it. Sort of. She shook her head. 

“Should | send for soap and water?” Jellia asked. “I’m 
certain | can have it out in a moment.” 

“Soap and water,” Dorothy repeated, snorting. She 
muttered something under her breath and a sizzle of energy 
sparked from her fingertips. The minuscule stain instantly 
disappeared. “The atrocious mess is not the point, Jellia. The 
point is that you were careless. Very careless. I’m used to 
better from you.” 

“I’m sorry,” Jellia repeated, still trembling, sitting back 
down on her stool. “So very sorry. | can’t imagine what 
came over me.” 

| swallowed. In a way, Jellia was covering for me. I'd 
distracted her. 

Dorothy’s voice suddenly filled with syrupy kindness. “Oh, 
Jellia, dear. You can’t cry over a little spilled nail polish. I'll 
think of some way for you to make it up to me.” 

| resumed my brushing. Two hundred and one. | hadn’t 
forgotten my place. Jellia picked up the bottle of polish. | 
expected her to be relieved, but she was still quivering. 

“PIL just need to think of the appropriate punishment,” 
Dorothy said. 

“Yes, Your Highness.” 

“| wonder what it should be... .’ 

Jellia’s hand was shaking so much that she had to put the 
bottle down again. 
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“Did | tell you to stop?” Dorothy asked. Jellia’s eyes 
widened and she picked the bottle back up to continue. Her 
mouth was still stretched ear to ear but the rest of her face 
was crumpled in terror. 

This was what Dorothy did to people. | had known Dorothy 
was cruel, but the joy she took in her cruelty filled me with 
disgust. 

| thought of Madison Pendleton and all her minions, the 
people who had taken the same delight in tormenting me 
back in school. | thought of Gert, and of Indigo, and of Ollie 
hanging from the little post by the side of the road. | 
thought of all the new orphans in the village of Pumperdink. 

Then another thought came to me. It seemed so clear. | 
hadn’t heard from the Order since I’d gotten here. Maybe 
they’d forgotten about me. Regardless, | was within clear 
cutting distance. What if this was my best chance? If | was 
going to kill someone, | needed to be in control, and not rely 
on someone else to tell me when the time was right. Nox 
had made that mistake in the woods—he’d waited for Gert 
and Mombi before attacking the Lion, and look where that 
had gotten us. It had gotten Gert killed. 

| could do it now. Dorothy was distracted, completely 
absorbed with punishing Jellia. She would never see it 
coming. She wouldn’t even have time to scream. 

My heart was racing, but | took a deep breath. | didn’t 
pause in my brushing. Three hundred and seven. 

| shifted positions ever so slightly and dropped my free 
hand out of Jellia’s line of sight, just behind Dorothy’s back. 
My knife materialized in my hand, its warmth spreading up 
through my arm. 

| wrapped my fingers tightly around it. No one had 
noticed. | was inches away from her neck. Without even 
consciously casting a spell, | heard Dorothy’s blood pulsing 
through her veins. 

| had the bitch right where | wanted her. 


| pulled my elbow back and raised the knife so that it was 
just a centimeter from Dorothy’s spine. Would it be quicker 
to slit her throat or stab her in the back? 

| hesitated. A moment ago, I’d been possessed by a pair 
of pretty shoes. Was that happening again? Were they 
controlling me right now? No. | wanted to kill Dorothy. | 
could undo everything she’d done, return the beauty and 
magic to Oz, create a happily ever after. It was all just one 
blade stroke and one seriously ruined carpet away. 

Was I ready, though? Was | ready to be Amy the Assassin? 
God knows Dorothy deserved it, but— 

Dorothy let out a high-pitched, ear-shattering scream that 
rustled the rows of dresses. She jumped up from her chaise, 
knocking it over. The brush snagged on her hair and flew out 
of my hand. | froze, unsure whether to hide the knife or 
lunge forward and stab her. 

“Guards!” she bellowed. 

Shit, shit, shit, | thought in panic. | made a split-second 
decision—maid or assassin—and willed the knife to 
disappear. | was pretty sure Jellia hadn’t seen it. But had 
Dorothy? Had she sensed the magic? | decided playing 
dumb was the best option. 

The Tin Woodman appeared in a burst of smoke, his ax 
poised to attack. “Your Majesty!” he said. “What’s wrong?” 

My eyes darted around, looking frantically for a way out, 
just in case Dorothy pointed a finger in my direction. 

Instead, Dorothy had righted the chaise and climbed atop 
it, shaking, but also managing to delicately smooth out her 
robe. Jellia stared up at her in confusion and | followed her 
lead. 

Dorothy could barely get out the words. “A—A,” she 
stuttered. “There was a—” She pointed to the corner, and 
every muscle in my body relaxed when | saw that it wasn’t 
me she had been reacting to. She had no idea I’d been 
about one second away from killing her. 


“Catch it,” she wheezed, pointing to the corner just in 
time for us to see a tiny brown ball of fur streaking under 
the skirt of one of her floor-length gowns. “Kill it!” Dorothy 
screamed, jumping ridiculously from foot to foot. 

A mouse. It was just a mouse. 

The Tin Woodman looked at Dorothy with concern. “Of 
course, my princess,” he said, with something approaching 
actual tenderness in his voice. He stepped forward and 
began to carefully pull the clothes aside. “I can’t imagine 
how upsetting this must be for you.” 

“No,” Dorothy said. She reached out blindly, found the top 
of my head, and used it for balance as she lowered herself 
back onto the chaise. Her fear seemed to have suddenly 
twisted into something else. “Not you.” 

“Princess?” the Tin Woodman asked, confused. 

Dorothy thrust a long, half-manicured nail at Jellia. “You. 
You catch it.” 

The maid’s face was stoic. “Yes, ma’am,” she said quietly. 
Jellia dropped to her hands and knees and began to crawl 
across the floor, disappearing behind the dresses. We all 
watched her. 

“Did | tell you to stop, Amanda?” Dorothy snapped. “My 
hair’s not going to brush itself, now is it?” 

| picked up the brush. Three hundred and twenty-eight. | 
didn’t even know what | was feeling anymore as | went back 
to work. Three hundred and twenty-nine. 

The garments rustled and every now and then we caught 
a glimpse of Jellia as she searched, but ninety strokes of the 
brush later she still hadn't emerged. Dorothy, the Tin 
Woodman, and | all watched intently. 

“It would be an honor if you let me catch the foul 
creature,” the Tin Woodman suggested finally. “With my 
speed and training, it would take me no time at all.” 

“No, you'll get oil on my dresses,” Dorothy said irritably. “1 
guess | have to do everything around here.” 


Even with a concerted effort not to look directly at them, | 
noticed that Dorothy’s shoes were glittering brighter than 
before. She twirled a finger in the air and a pink bubble 
materialized at the tip of her nail. 

“Come on out, Jellia,” she ordered, “now that you’ve 
disappointed me on every possible level.” 

After a few tense seconds Jellia emerged on her hands and 
knees and crawled back toward us, her face ashen but still 
PermaSmiling eerily, her hair messy and matted with sweat. 

“Stay,” Dorothy commanded. Jellia froze on her hands and 
knees. 

Dorothy gave a little flick and the pink bubble went 
spinning. It twisted and darted in the air the same way 
Nox’s tracing charm had, back in the forest outside 
Pumperdink the night that Gert died. After a few seconds, it 
zipped into the pink folds of the closet and, not thirty 
seconds later, returned, now rolling along the ground. Inside 
the glowing bubble-gum orb, a tiny mouse barely bigger 
than my thumb squirmed and scratched. 

Four hundred and ninety-nine. | kept on brushing. The ball 
spun across the carpet right up to where Jellia still knelt. 

The maid looked up at Dorothy in fearful anticipation. 

“Pick it up,” Dorothy said. 

Without rising to her feet, Jellia complied, and as she did, 
the bubble faded away, leaving just the mouse in her hand. 

“Now kill it,” Dorothy said. 

Jellia paused, looking down at the mouse’s little face. “But 
Dorothy. Your Majesty—” 

“Do it.” 

“How?” 

Even the Tin Woodman seemed a little confused as he 
looked on. He cocked his head curiously and swung his ax 
over his shoulder, waiting to hear what the princess had in 
mind. 

Dorothy giggled girlishly. “Oh, Jellia,” she said. “I knew you 
were stupid but | didn’t know you were that stupid. | mean, 


all you have to do is squeeze.” 

“But... ,” Jellia said. 

“Jellia, it’s you or the mouse,” Dorothy said, the sweet, 
girly tone gone from her voice and replaced by an icy 
coldness. 

| wanted to look away, but | couldn’t. Dorothy’s favorite 
maid took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and made a fist 
around the little animal. She clenched it tight and, as she 
did, | heard a single squeal. Her eyebrows scrunched 
together in distress. 

“Make sure he’s dead,” Dorothy instructed. 

Jellia clenched tighter. A trickle of blood spilled out from 
between her fingers, but she placed her other hand 
underneath in time to catch it before it hit the carpet. 

“Good girl,” Dorothy cooed. “See? Was that so bad?” 

Jellia opened her fist, where the mouse lay inert, now just 
a little ball of fur and blood. “Where should I... what should 
| do with it?” she asked in a strangled voice. 

“You have pockets in that frock of yours, don’t you?” 
Dorothy asked. “I want you to hold on to it. To remind you of 
what happens when you disappoint me the way you did 
today. As well as to make sure | never see one of those 
disgusting creatures in my palace again.” 

Without a word, Jellia took the mouse’s little corpse and 
placed it in the front of her apron. Dorothy applauded in 
delight. 

“Wonderful. All is well. Now go wash those hands. | can’t 
have any mouse guts on my nails, now can |?” 

Jellia stood and left the room, and Dorothy let out a little 
giggle. 

“She’s lucky | didn’t make her eat it,” she said, and looked 
directly at me for the first time. “Isn’t that right, Alison?” 

| nodded mutely, literally biting my tongue. The Tin 
Woodman chuckled adoringly. 

Five hundred sixty, | counted off in my head, trying to 
keep my temper in check. | should’ve stabbed her. 


THIRTY- 


The next morning, | held Star extra close before depositing 
her safely in one of my bureau drawers. My mother’s rat 
wasn’t happy about being confined, but now that | knew 
how Dorothy reacted to rodents, | wasn’t taking any 
chances. | couldn’t let her run around free. 

A night’s fitful sleep hadn’t helped me shake the events of 
yesterday. Could | have actually done it—could | really have 
sliced Dorothy’s throat? | had been ready—or so | thought. 
Why did I hesitate? Was | that weak? 

| told myself that | didn’t want to ruin the Order’s plans— 
they’d told me to wait—but | knew that wasn’t entirely it. I’d 
chickened out. 

| slammed out of my room, frustrated with myself, and 
headed off to meet Jellia. We had an appointment to go 
through my new duties as Dorothy’s second handmaid. 

When | found her in the empty banquet hall, Jellia was 
more distracted than I’d ever seen her. Unruly strands stuck 
up on her normally perfectly coiffed hair; her smile flickered 
every now and then into something a/most like a frown. 

Also, she smelled. Like, rea//y smelled. She was still 
Carrying around the poor little mouse’s body in her apron 


and apparently it was starting to decompose in there, giving 
her a foul, rotten stench that turned my stomach. 

Worse yet, the first thing she told me was that there had 
been a change of plans. I’d already been demoted. 

Her tone was impossible to read when she said it. “After 
yesterday’s debacle, Astrid, the princess has decided that 
you are not the best girl for the job.” 

My heart sank. That was the last time | would brush 
Dorothy’s hair, the last time | would find myself in her royal 
chambers with a clear shot. Had |I wasted my best 
opportunity to kill her? Had she realized that’s what I’d been 
about to do, after all? | was back to square one. No path to 
Dorothy, no contact from the Order, and no sign of Pete. 

Would | be stuck here forever, abandoned by the Order, 
and fully transformed into Astrid? Gradually, I’d stop being 
afraid of being found out and transition into the other 
maids’ perpetual state of Dorothy-induced anxiety. Amy 
would be gone and l’d just be another blank-slate maid, 
stuck in a place somehow more monotonous and horrific 
than Kansas. 

| returned to my mind-numbing chores. Scrubbing floors, 
sweeping, hand washing an endless supply of gingham 
Skirts that | could swear hadn’t even been worn. And then, 
as if my day wasn’t already gloomy enough, the sun went 
down a little after midday. 

“It’s the party,” one of the other maids told me during our 
break. “Her Highness needs all the beauty rest she can get 
before the big day. We should just be thankful she turned 
the Great Clock at all.” 

So now sunlight was dictated by the condition of Dorothy’s 
Skin. Perfect. 


The day—or night, | suppose—wore on. As | went about my 
work, | found my anger growing. Yesterday, it'd been 
Dorothy and her psycho actions that had set off my temper. 
Today, it was the people who’d convinced me this was a 


good idea in the first place—Glamora, Gert, especially Nox— 
and left me stranded in this horrible place where the sun 
didn’t even shine anymore. Weren’t they worried about me? 
How much of this did they expect me to endure? 

As | aggressively dusted the lamps in Dorothy’s reading 
room, Jellia and her stench swung by. 

“It’s time for the Scarecrow’s hay delivery,” she said, 
keeping her distance, probably self-conscious about her own 
odor. “Run that up, would you?” 

| grunted a yes. | hadn’t seen the Scarecrow since that 
first night. He’d been locked away in his laboratory, working 
on this hush-hush experiment, his finest work according to 
the Wizard. The maids had been taking turns lugging his 
daily bales up to his room and leaving them outside his 
door. The bales were starting to pile up. | imagined the 
Scarecrow—Shriveled and wrinkled from not stuffing himself 
—and shuddered. 

The bale was heavy, but after all my training with Nox it 
felt good to do something a little more physical than 
dusting. By the time lI’d ascended halfway to the 
Scarecrow’s chambers, my palms were raw from the bale’s 
wire handle and a sheen of sweat had spread down my 
back. When | finally reached the top, | dropped the bale with 
a thud, preparing to push it the rest of the way down the 
hall. That’s when I noticed something that didn’t quite fit. 

Outside the door to the Scarecrow’s room, an 
exceptionally short, dark-haired maid seemed to be fiddling 
with the doorknob. | didn’t recognize her. Was she new? 
Hadn't she been warned not to enter the Scarecrow’s space 
without permission? 

| left the bale and rushed down the hall. If the Scarecrow 
came back, this Munchkin girl would be his next experiment. 
I'd seen enough maids tortured this week, thank you very 
much. 

“Hey,” | hissed. “What're you doing?” 


Startled, the maid turned her head in my direction. | 
skidded to a stop just a few feet away. That wasn’t a maid at 
all. 

It was a monkey clumsily disguised in a maid’s uniform. 
And it wasn’t a she any more than she was a maid. 

She was Ollie. His face was no longer gaunt and blistered 
and the hair had grown in over his scarred wrists. He had 
put on a little weight. He was wearing a dress. 

“On a special mission from the Scarecrow,” Ollie growled 
at me. “Go find something else to clean.” 

| could tell he was lying. A half smile played on Ollie’s face 
—mischievous and sad all at once—like | was just another 
puppet maid to be brushed off and pitied. He went back to 
his tinkering and a second later the door popped open with 
a click. Ollie waddled inside, not seeming to care that I’d 
caught him picking the lock. 

“Ollie, wait—!” 

Before the door could slam shut, | slipped in after him. 

As soon as the door closed, a cyclone of fur sprung at me, 
Ollie’s feet slamming into my chest and knocking me 
backward onto the filthy, junk-strewn floor of the 
Scarecrow’s room. Before | could recover myself, he was 
crouched on top of me, pinning my arms down. 

“Don’t scream,” he hissed, his angry face inches from 
mine. “I don’t want to hurt you, but | will if | have to.” 

“What are you doing?” | whispered back. “It’s me.” 

| realized how stupid | was being. | had been so excited to 
see him alive that I’d forgotten what | looked like. Ollie had 
no way of recognizing me in my borrowed face. It'd been so 
long, he might not have even remembered me as | used to 
look. 

“Just keep your mouth shut,” he said. “I’m here for some 
information and then l'Il be on my way. If you Know what’s 
good for you, you'll pretend this never happened.” 

| couldn’t suppress a smile. Even after all this, it was still 
hard to get used to a talking monkey, and it was even 


harder to take him seriously when he was wearing a dress. | 
could have screamed with joy. Who cared that his claws 
were digging into my arms so hard that they were going to 
leave bruises? Ollie was alive! Not only that, he was up to 
something. Anyone breaking into the Scarecrow’s chambers 
was a friend of mine. 

| could have flipped him over and freed myself without 
much effort. Even with his monkey strength and reflexes, | 
was certain he wasn’t half the fighter I’d become. It made 
me proud to think about, but | didn’t struggle. | didn’t want 
to escalate the situation and risk a real fight where either 
one of us could get hurt. | nodded like the milquetoast maid 
| was supposed to be. 

Ollie’s grip slackened for a moment, but then his monkey 
brow wrinkled as if realizing something. His brown eyes 
narrowed into slits and his grip intensified. 

“You said my name,” he said with a menacing growl. “How 
do you know me?” 

“I—” My mind raced. Did | dare break my cover? The last 
time I’d seen Ollie, he was bailing on me and Indigo. | didn’t 
blame him for running, but it didn’t exactly recommend him 
as trustworthy. 

Before | could come up with a suitable lie, Ollie leaned 
down and sniffed my neck. When he lifted his face up, he 
looked totally confused. 

“You smell like—” | realized he was trying to place my 
scent. 

| thought of Star; she had recognized me immediately. | 
hadn’t questioned why at the time—lI’d figured it was just 
some animal owner sixth sense, but something else was 
even more likely. My Astrid disguise didn’t change my Amy 
scent. 

“The girl from the road?” Ollie asked, a baffled look on his 
face. “The one who saved me?” 

Screw it. | nodded. “Amy,” | reminded him. 


“You look different,” he said, still not totally sold, still not 
releasing my arms. 

“It’s a disguise,” | replied. “And it’s a hell of a lot better 
than yours, by the way.” 

Ollie replied with a toothy grin that would’ve put even the 
most habitual PermaSmile users to shame. 

“Amy the Outlander! But how... ?” 

Ollie sprung off me and | rose to my feet. Before | was 
even all the way up, the monkey’s strong, furry arms were 
wrapped tight around my waist—so tight | could barely 
breathe. 

“I’m sorry | ran off on you,” he panted. “It wasn’t my best 
moment.” 

“It’s okay, Ollie.” | patted him on the head and he slowly 
released me, stepping back and looking me up and down. 
“Where have you been?” | asked. “How did you get away?” 

“| made it to the Dark Jungle,” he said. “There’s a group of 
Wingless Ones there, and they’ve started a small resistance 
among the animals.” 

“Like the Order,” | said, musing out loud. 

He shook his furry head. “No,” he said sharply. “Not like 
the Order.” 

“What’s wrong with the Order?” | asked in surprise. 

“They can’t be trusted. What’s the difference between a 
wicked witch and an evil princess? Are you working with 
them?” 

“There’re a lot of differences,” | said defensively. He 
looked at me suspiciously. “They trained me. They taught 
me magic. | can fight now. I’m going to change things. We 
could join forces and—” 

“Never,” he cut me off firmly. “We recognize what the 
Order is doing. But we have been enslaved too many times. 
We have known witches and wizards, and we will not be 
bound to anyone.” 

Bound. | was bound, too—Mombi had used that very word 
to describe it. But that wasn’t why | was here. | was no one’s 


Slave, and | was acting of my own free will. 

Wasn't I? 

| let the question go for now. 

“Why are you here?” | asked. “Are you looking for your 
parents?” 

“My parents would turn me over to Dorothy the second 
they saw me.” 

“Then why?” | waved at our surroundings, thinking of their 
Sadistic owner. “You know you're nuts breaking in here, 
right?” 

“I don’t have a choice,” Ollie replied. “It’s my sister. 
Maude. She’s here somewhere. The Scarecrow has her.” 

“Is your sister... ?” 

He answered my question before it was out of my mouth. 
“She’s a traitor, too—one of the ones who kept their wings. 
But she’s still my sister. | can’t let him have her. | can’t let 
him...” His eyes glistened as his voice trailed off. 

| knelt down to Ollie’s level and grabbed his hands in 
mine. | squeezed them tight. “What does he want from 
her?” | asked urgently. 

“| don’t know,” Ollie replied. “The Wingless Ones have our 
spies in the palace, but all they were able to tell us is that 
she was taken. That the Scarecrow has plans for her.” 

“What kind of plans?” | asked, thinking of the big 
experiment the Scarecrow was hard at work on. 

Ollie looked down at his little red patent-leather slippers. 
They matched mine, right down to the square, gold buckles. 

“Maude was always special,” he said slowly. “A genius. 
The smartest monkey our kind had ever seen. Maybe 
Smarter than the Scarecrow himself. It’s possible...” 

“He wants her brains,” | said. 

Ollie nodded, shaking loose from my hands and clenching 
his fists. “She tried to convince me to stay—to keep my 
wings and become Dorothy’s slave. She thought that 
compromising was our best chance for survival. For the first 


time in our lives, | was right and she was wrong. Those who 
have sacrificed always have the most to lose,” he said. 

Frustrated, Ollie pounded his fists against the floor, 
stirring up loose pieces of straw. | wanted to comfort him, to 
tell him everything was going to be okay. But how could I? 
For all | knew, Maude could already be dead, her liquefied 
brains jammed into one of the Scarecrow’s needles. 

Then something else occurred to me. Those who have 
sacrificed always have the most to lose. 

“Ollie,” | began carefully. “What does that mean? That 
thing you just said.” 

He looked at me blankly. “That is the motto of the 
Wingless Ones,” he said. “To remind us how much we have 
sacrificed for others, and how much we have lost because of 
it. It reminds us that compromise is death—that we must 
remain free.” 

| let the words roll over in my head. Where had | heard 
them before? 

Then | knew: the Wizard had used that exact phrase. It 
hadn’t made any sense at the time—I’d had no idea what he 
was talking about. He had hinted that something terrible 
was going on in the lab. He had used the motto of the 
Wingless Ones. He had been trying to tell me something. 
But why? Whatever his reason, it definitely wasn’t a 
coincidence. 

Ollie paced across the Scarecrow’s floor, gazing into the 
distance. “The last time | saw Maude, Dorothy had just 
handed down my punishment. She allowed the Winged Ones 
to confront me before | was taken to the field, to be strung 
up. Maude spit in my face and told me that she hoped my 
punishment would improve my thinking.” 

He winced as he told the story. | knew the feeling. Every 
unkind thing my mom had ever said to me was etched in my 
memory, too. 

“Ollie—” 


“My point is, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter that she 
abandoned me. She’s my sister. | won’t abandon her. | need 
to find her. | don’t care what the risk is.” 

| nodded. “All right,” | said matter-of-factly, “I'll help.” 

It was a split-second decision, not something | really 
thought through. But I’d hesitated yesterday, with Dorothy 
right under my knife, and that’d just bought me another day 
of feeling useless. If | could strike a blow against Dorothy 
and her regime, no matter how small, | was going to do it. 
That was my new policy. Screw waiting around. 

But Ollie shook his head. “No, it’s not your fight. | have to 
do it myself.” 

“It may not be my fight,” | replied. “But | know the palace 
better than you do, and I’m not a monkey wearing a dress. 
You'll get killed if you keep traipsing around like that.” 

“| wasn’t traipsing.” 

“It was a miracle | spotted you instead of someone else.” | 
shook my head, thinking about the Wizard, the serendipity 
of it all. “I have a better chance of finding Maude than you 
ever would.” 

An affronted look passed over his features, but then Ollie 
paused to consider it. “What would the Order say about 
this?” he asked. “What do they care about my little sister?” 

He was right. | knew exactly what Nox would have said: 
that one winged monkey—no matter whose sister she was— 
wasn’t worth risking my cover. That my mission was about 
something bigger and that nothing could get in the way of 
it. 

Well, maybe all that was true. But they weren’t here. They 
didn’t understand what it was like to stand by and watch 
Dorothy’s casual cruelty, to feel like a powerless coward 
hidden under a borrowed face. | was tired of waiting. | was 
my own person. Bound to the Order or not, | was still going 
to make my own decisions. And | felt deep down in my gut 
that this was the right one. 


“The Wizard told me the Scarecrow is at work on 
something big. Something that could make everything the 
Order is fighting for irrelevant. They'll probably thank me for 
finding out what it is,” | told Ollie, even though | knew it 
probably wasn’t true. “If Maude’s a part of it, | promise, I'll 
get her out.” 

Ollie scratched the top of his head. “I don’t know. How will 
you even find her?” 

“| haven’t quite worked that out yet,” | replied. 

“No way,” Ollie said, shaking his head. “You don’t even 
have a plan and you want me to just leave? Abandon my 
sister? No way.” 

“You don’t have a plan either,” | reminded him. “And 
besides, | have this.” 

With a flourish, my dagger appeared in my hand. | stuck it 
under Ollie’s chin and he held up his hands, eyes widening. 

“Easy, Amy,” he said, glancing down at the blade. “What’s 
your, um, point?” 

“My point is, you'll die,” | replied. “You won't last another 
hour here unarmed and in that ridiculous outfit. I’ve got 
weapons, I’m trained, and | sort of blend in. I’ve got a way 
better chance of finding her than you.” 

“All right,” Ollie grunted, gently placing his hand on top of 
mine and pushing my dagger away from his neck. “I get it.” 

| realized suddenly how long we'd been talking. Jellia 
would have noticed me missing by now. 

“You should get out of here.” | walked to the window and 
flung it open. “I promise | won’t let you down.” 

| looked back at him. Ollie nodded slowly, admitting to 
himself that | was his best option. As he walked toward me, 
he pointed a furry finger toward my chest. 

“I'll give you until midnight tomorrow,” he growled. “The 
Wingless Ones have a secret entrance in the Royal Gardens. 
If you’re not there, with my sister, I’m going back to Plan A 


"m 


“Cross-dressing?” 


Ollie grimaced. “You joke, but this is serious.” 

“I know,” | replied, trying to sound confident. “I won’t fail.” 

“Thank you,” he said quietly when he was at my side. 
“You're the first kind human I’ve met since Dorothy took 
over.” 

Ollie stood on the toes of his servant’s slippers and gave 
me a soft, tender peck on the cheek. Then he flung himself 
out the window, easily grabbing on to the branch of a 
nearby tree and scampering into the leafy cover, 
disappearing into the darkness of Dorothy’s artificial night. 

No more waiting. | had made a promise to myself that | 
would help Ollie. Now | had a chance to make good on it. 


THIRTY- 
THREE 


The first step of my plan was to get out of the rest of my 
chores. 

| found Jellia in the banquet hall, scrubbing the floors on 
her hands and knees. Normally, sunlight spilled in through 
the hall’s massive windows, but with night having already 
fallen, Jellia was forced to do her scrubbing by candlelight. 
Somehow, that made it even more depressing. 

Before | approached, | took a few big whiffs of her dead- 
mouse stench—enough to make myself look queasy. Then, | 
staggered toward her, dragging my feet. 

“Astrid,” she snapped, looking up. “Where have you 
been?” 

| draped a hand across my forehead. “I’m feeling ill,” | told 
her. “My stomach...” 

“This is no way to work yourself back up to second 
handmaid,” Jellia lectured. 

“I’m sorry,” | pleaded, clutching my stomach. “But it’s 
better for me to get my rest than to puke all over Dorothy’s 
freshly cleaned carpets this close to the ball, isn’t it?” 

She tilted her head, knowing | had a point. She forced a 
smile and | saw that there was a small fleck of red lipstick 


on her teeth. It made me feel even sorrier for her than | 
already did. 

“Fine,” Jellia said. “But we need you tomorrow. Bright and 
early. No excuses.” 

| left the banquet hall practically doubled over, 
straightening up only when | was sure no one was watching. 
| didn’t go back to my room like a loyal maid on the mend. 

Instead, | headed for Dorothy’s solarium. 


I'd memorized the maids’ schedule and knew the solarium 
had already been cleaned today. And, in cases of vanity- 
induced solar eclipses, you could always count on the room 
dedicated to sunlight being totally empty. 

Nonetheless, | approached cautiously. l’d picked up a 
feather duster on my way here. This time, if | got busted— 
by the Wizard or anyone else—at least I'd have a plausible 
excuse. Just some extracurricular dusting around the 
magical artifacts. 

The solarium was eerie in the early evening moonlight. 
The rainbow of lounges all appeared drained of color, like a 
furniture vampire had passed through. The dozens of floral 
arrangements that Dorothy demanded be changed weekly 
all drooped, their expected sunlight having never appeared. 

Just as I'd hoped. It was empty. 

| tipbtoed across the room to Dorothy’s magic picture. 
Currently, it depicted a sprawling poppy field under a starlit 
Sky. It was beautiful, actually, the only thing in the solarium 
that didn’t look washed out. 

“Magic picture,” | whispered. “Show me Maude.” 

Wherever Ollie’s sister was being held, it was somewhere 
dark. | couldn’t really even see her, only matted, sweat-slick 
fur that rippled with labored breathing. | could make out a 
set of leather straps holding her down on some kind of 
table. It looked pretty grim. 

Well, | consoled myself, at least Maude was alive. 


Then, | heard the Scarecrow. | jumped at the sound of his 
voice and whipped around, almost drawing my knife before 
realizing it was coming from the painting. 

“These damn calculations,” he muttered. “Why won’t they 
just add up?” 

A raven squawked in response. 

“I know,” the Scarecrow hissed at the bird. “They will all 
laugh at me. Call me stupid. Call me...” 

He trailed off. | heard a rustling sound, the scratching of 
straw shifting around, and then the Scarecrow’s wrinkled, 
felt-gloved hand gently caressing Maude’s cheek. She didn’t 
even have the strength to move away, although | could hear 
her breath catch with revulsion. 

“Maude, my dear,” he said musingly. “Do you ever get the 
feeling you’re being watched?” 

Did he feel me using the magic painting on him? It would 
make sense for the Scarecrow’s laboratory to be warded 
somehow against magical invasions, especially since it was 
so hyper-secret. 

| glanced over my shoulder, but the hallway outside was 
still quiet. 

| thought for a moment. | wasn’t sure if the Scarecrow had 
some kind of magical alarm system on his lab or if he was 
just paranoid—either way, | didn’t want to risk it. And 
anyway, looking /nside didn’t help me find the lab’s location. 

“Magic picture,” | whispered. “Show me the outside of the 
Scarecrow’s lab.” 

The painting went gray for a second as if it was thinking, 
then one building on the palace grounds filled the entire 
frame. 

The greenhouse. Pete’s greenhouse. Was the Scarecrow’s 
lab somewhere in there? 

As if in answer, one of the grotesque crows with the huge, 
human ears landed on the edge of the greenhouse’s roof as 
| watched. Then | saw another one and then another, all of 
them flying from someplace behind the greenhouse. 


“Magic picture,” | whispered, morbidly curious. “Show me 
the way in.” 

With a lurching motion, the painting’s image pushed 
through the front wall of the greenhouse, zooming past the 
rows of flowers and through a latched hidden door. There, 
partially hidden away behind a small grove of trees, was the 
biggest birdcage I’d ever seen. The gilded bars stretched up 
at least three stories high, and | could make out a flurry of 
black feathers rustling inside. 

An aviary. 

The ravens were circling and diving in and out of the cage. 
There were hundreds, maybe thousands of them, cawing 
and cackling, crowding every available perch, their human 
eyes bulging, their ears twitching. My stomach turned. It 
was disgusting. 

The cawing was too loud. Someone in the palace would 
hear. 

“Enough,” | hissed at the painting. 

The movement and sound immediately stopped, replaced 
by the painting of the poppy field at night. 

| had learned enough. | still didn’t know exactly where the 
door to the lab was hidden, but | had a good idea, and I'd 
pressed my luck in the solarium long enough. | turned and 
headed back to my room. 

When | opened the door to my bedroom, part of me 
couldn’t help hoping that Pete was waiting for me again, but 
| was alone. | could’ve used some information about the 
greenhouse. And, more importantly, | needed a friend right 
now. Someone to tell me | wasn’t crazy for what | was 
considering—breaking into the total horror movie that was 
the Scarecrow’s lab. 

| pulled Star from her hiding place and cradled her in my 
lap, softly stroking her soft white spine. There was one more 
obstacle left to consider. If | was going to rescue Maude, | 
needed to get the Scarecrow out of there first. My plan to do 
that? Not entirely sane. 


“Hey, Star,” | said. “Know anything about arson?” 

Of course, Star didn’t reply. | found myself laughing in 
spite of the danger. The Wicked Witch of the West, she had 
some good ideas. 

How about a little fire, Scarecrow? 


THIRTY- 
FOUR 


| breathed a sigh of relief the next morning when the sun 
came up like normal. Dorothy must’ve gotten enough 
beauty sleep. The Great Clock was turning again. 

| went through my daily chores as usual, boredom and 
nervousness mingling dangerously in the pit of my stomach. 
Ollie was going to meet me in the Royal Gardens at 
midnight, which meant | had to rescue Maude as close to 
that time as possible. | could manage hiding my pet rat in 
my room, but what was | going to do with a winged 
monkey? No, | had to time this out perfectly. 

| found Jellia at the end of my shift. Two days of that dead- 
mouse smell had caused some major cracks to form in her 
jovial exterior. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her smock 
wrinkled and flecked with smudges, and her hair was in total 
disarray. Worst of all, her lips were taut and stress sores had 
formed at the corners of her mouth, probably from too much 
PermaSmile. 

The other maids had been keeping their distance and 
Jellia, not the least bit oblivious to the effects of her pungent 
aroma, had assigned herself chores that kept her isolated. 


As she finished cleaning out the kitchen’s grease traps, | 
went right up to her like nothing was wrong. 

“Hey, Jellia,” | said, smiling gratefully. “I just wanted to say 
thank you for giving me the day off yesterday. | feel much 
better.” 

A fragile smile spread across Jellia’s face. For a moment, 
she seemed to regain some of her pep. “Of course, Astrid. 
Think nothing of it.” 

Without hesitating, acting like the smell didn’t even bother 
me, | went in for a hug. | squeezed Jellia tightly and, after a 
moment’s hesitation, she hugged back. And then she clung 
to me for a few seconds longer than normal hug-length, 
letting out a little whimpering noise. 

“It'll be okay,” | whispered to her. 

When | pulled back, Jellia wiped the corners of her eyes. 
“Thank you. | needed that.” 

| sincerely thought Jellia needed some cheering up and | 
wanted to make her feel better. So | felt a little pang of guilt 
as | walked away holding the master key ring |’d fished from 
the non-smelly pocket of her smock. She was the only maid 
entrusted with access to every room in the palace, which 
meant | had no choice but to pickpocket her. | hoped she 
didn’t realize the keys were missing until the morning, when 
| planned to find some way of giving them back to her— 
losing them would just be one more thing for Jellia to freak 
out about. Still, it had to be done. Hopefully, the worst-case 
scenario was Jellia spending a sleepless night worrying 
about her keys instead of a sleepless night gagging on 
mouse smell. 

| made it back to my room and waited for nightfall. Lucky 
for me, Dorothy was still on her twelve hours of beauty 
sleep kick, so the moon rose promptly and the palace went 
quiet. It was actually kind of nice for the servants; without 
Dorothy raging around, they could relax. 

| held Star close before | departed. 


“If | don’t come back,” | told her, “find a way to give 
everyone the plague.” 

| crept upstairs to the Scarecrow’s room without seeing 
another soul. The hay bales were still stacked next to his 
door, awaiting their hideous fate of being stuffed inside the 
burlap folds of a maniac. 

| needed to make this look like an accident. 

| approached the wall sconce closest to the bales, the one 
right next to the Scarecrow’s door. Inside, the ornate oil 
lamp glowed brightly. | produced my knife and slid it against 
the base of the lamp, just hard enough to create a small 
crack. Oil began to leak out, dribbling slowly down the wall, 
onto the floor, and then seeping into the nearest bale. 

Now | just needed to create a Spark. 

Before | realized what was happening, my dagger began 
glowing white-hot. Was | doing that? Or was the dagger 
helping me along? 

Regardless, the blade sizzled up against the oil spillage, 
igniting it. Blue flame spread from the wall to the bales, 
which immediately started to crack and smolder. Soon, 
they'd all go up. 

Using Jellia’s keys, | slipped into the Scarecrow’s room, 
shutting out the growing cloud of smoke behind me. | kicked 
some of the trash from his floor—more straw, loose papers, 
discarded scrolls—toward the door, knowing that they’d 
catch when the fire spread. 

If a fire in his room didn’t draw the Scarecrow out of his 
laboratory, | didn’t know what would. 

Next, | climbed out the same window Ollie had left by 
yesterday, clambering onto the tree. | wasn’t nearly as 
graceful as he’d been—the branches scratched my face and 
the backs of my hands, creaking under my weight, but | 
managed to climb down, carefully and quietly. 

Above, | could hear shouts from the Scarecrow’s floor. 
Smoke was now spilling out from the window I’d climbed out 
of. From my position halfway down the tree, | had a pretty 


clear view of the palace grounds. A few stories up, the fire 
crackled, louder and louder. | watched and waited, slowly 
beginning to dread that he wouldn’t come. That I'd become 
an arsonist for nothing, endangered my cover, and let Ollie 
down. 

But then | saw a lanky shadow step away from the 
recesses of the greenhouse. It was him! The Scarecrow 
crossed the palace lawn on long strides, his head tilted up to 
see the furnace glow emanating from his room. He’d taken 
the bait. 

When he was out of sight, | dropped the rest of the way 
out of the tree, landing softly at its base. In the distance, the 
dome of the greenhouse was glowing with the huge 
reflection of the full moon. It wasn’t far now. 

The palace grounds were just as beautiful at night as they 
were during the day. But, lit as they were by delicate 
lanterns and glittering tea candles, they didn’t offer a lot of 
cover. | sprinted across the lawn, hoping everyone would be 
too distracted by the fire to spot me. 

In his haste, the Scarecrow had left the greenhouse 
unlocked. | rushed through the door, the fragrant smell of 
flowers immediately wiping away the charred scent of the 
palace. | paused for a moment, catching my breath and 
listening. All | could hear was muffled shouting from the 
palace—no guards chasing after me, no Tin Soldiers 
clanking in this direction. Just a caw or two escaped from 
the dark recesses of the greenhouse. I’d made it. So far so 
good. 

The greenhouse was filled with rows and rows of flowers 
like nothing I'd ever seen before. There were huge roses 
with blossoms bigger than soccer balls and _ bright-red 
poppies that opened and closed their petals every few 
seconds as if they were breathing, expelling pale pink pollen 
into the air as they did. There were tulips whose colors 
changed every few seconds, cycling through all the colors of 
the rainbow, and towering sunflowers that sparkled in the 


near darkness, their petals seeming to give off their own 
sunlight. 

The rows of plants went on and on and on. This, | realized, 
was what Oz should be like everywhere. Dorothy wasn’t just 
satisfied with stealing the magic from Oz—she was also 
stealing what the magic created. Someday, | hoped that I’d 
have a chance to see some of these plants growing in the 
wild, out of Dorothy’s reach. 

But not tonight. 

| hurried toward the back, the sound of the crows getting 
louder and louder, until | was only steps from the aviary. It 
was now or never. | ignored my fear, unlatched the door, 
and stepped into the cage. 

Inside, they were everywhere. On perches high above and 
on the ground, pecking at seeds that were sprinkling down 
from a wrought-iron feeder hanging from the ceiling like a 
chandelier. Standing careful guard. 

Despite their vigil, they ignored me. 

| kept my breath shallow and steady, hoping that Pete was 
right, and that neither their hearing or vision was very good, 
trying not to think about their razor-sharp claws and even 
sharper curved beaks. 

ld only had a narrow glimpse of the Scarecrow’s 
laboratory, but | got the feeling it was underground. There 
weren't any staircases that | could see in the aviary. Most of 
the floor was covered in seed, feathers, and bird crap. 

Except the birdbath. That, oddly enough, was mostly 
clean. Stranger still, the ravens didn’t perch there. 

| approached, tiptoeing past the birds that scavenged for 
seed at my feet. | ran my fingers along the edge of the 
birdbath, examining it for a button or a latch or anything 
else that might give me a clue about what to do next. 

Nothing. 

The stagnant puddle of water in the bath’s basin was 
murky and black and stinky with mildew. It was impossible 
to see what was down there . . . which made it a perfect 


hiding place. | had an idea. | held my knife out and willed it 
to fill with heat like it had back in the palace. The weapon 
felt eager to please, turning orange, the color of an almost- 
extinguished ember. | concentrated harder and turned up 
the juice until it was shining so brightly that it hurt to look at 
it. 

| plunged it into the fountain, the water steaming as it 
came into contact with the blade. | could see through the 
cloudy pool to the bottom where my knife illuminated 
something dark and round. 

A button. 

| jammed the butt of my knife against the button, and it 
gave easily. 

The birdbath disappeared right out from under me, and | 
almost tipped over and fell flat on my face. | managed to 
keep my balance, though, and looked down to see that 
where the birdbath had stood just a few seconds earlier, a 
Small round door like a manhole had appeared in the 
ground. | leaned down and tentatively lifted it—inside, a 
stairway spiraled into darkness. 

From somewhere high above my head, | heard a loud Ka- 
caw! 

Then, an excited rustling. I’d gotten their attention. 

Another crow cried out, and then another and another 
until they all seemed to be screaming at me. 

A rumbling sound began to build as my peripheral vision 
clouded with a fluttering blackness. The rumble got louder 
and louder, and then | realized what it was: it was the sound 
of hundreds of birds flapping their wings all at once. They 
were all flying right for me. 

With no time to worry about what was down there, | 
stepped through the door and plunged down the twisting 
Stairway. | felt like | was running for my life, trusting my feet 
to find their purchase against the treacherous stone stairs. 
They didn’t let me down. Nox had trained me well. 


The door slammed shut behind me and everything 
suddenly went completely black. Able to see exactly 
nothing, | stopped and looked up and waited for my eyes to 
adjust. 

They didn’t. | decided to light my knife up again, finding it 
even easier the second time than the first, and held it aloft. 
Or tried to. | hit rock a few inches above my head. | climbed 
back up the staircase and examined the back of the door, 
but it didn’t have any handles or buttons. | had no idea how 
to open it back up. Well, | thought, at least it will keep the 
crows out. Plus, | might be trapped. With no other direction 
to go but down, and only my knife to light the way, | 
descended. 

When the steps finally ended, | looked around, the glow of 
my knife lighting up an entire room. The Scarecrow’s House 
of Horrors was almost as | had imagined it to be. Except 
worse. 

There were two long metal tables set up with horrific 
instruments like the ones I’d seen in his room, and a metal 
chair with restraints on the arms and the legs. | was pretty 
sure that’s what Maude had been strapped into yesterday. 
So where was she now? 

Next to the chair was a square, squat machine, with a 
bunch of circular dials and gauges on it. It was attached toa 
long leather tube. | didn’t want to know what that was. 

Against the wall was a huge shelf lined with big glass jars 
—the kind that Gert kept her dried herbs and potion 
ingredients in. But these jars weren’t filled with mandrake 
root and nightshade dust. 

Many of them held what looked like brains floating around 
in some kind of glowing green liquid. | stepped closer. They 
were pulsing. They were still alive, | realized in horror. It 
wasn’t just brains—there were other body parts, too, ears 
and hands and tiny little white wings. From baby monkeys? | 
shuddered. 


| turned my attention to a wooden drafting table, which 
was papered with sketches and anatomical diagrams. There 
were monkeys, Kalidahs, a chicken, and a few other animals 
| didn’t even recognize. 

| tore my eyes away and began looking for signs of actual 
life. “Hello?” | called out. “Is anyone here? Maude?” 

| wasn’t really expecting an answer, but then | heard a 
noise, a barely audible moan coming from behind a metal 
door | hadn’t noticed in the back of the room, on the other 
side of the boxy machine. The moan came again, louder this 
time, and | knew that as afraid as | was, there was someone, 
or something, on the other side who had it a lot worse than 
me. 

| held my breath before opening the door, picturing all the 
terrible things | might find. 

The next room was smaller and filled entirely with rusty 
metal gurneys. They were caked in dried blood, but at least 
there were no bodies on them. 

Then | saw her. In the back of the room, a tiny monkey ina 
frilly pink dress was cowering in a metal cage that was 
barely big enough to contain her. Feathers from her twisted, 
mangled wings poked through the bars. 

“Maude?” | asked gently. “Is that you?” 

She looked up at me with scared, big brown eyes. They 
looked like Ollie’s only minus the mischief. But the rest of 
her was not at all like Ollie. Her head was freshly shaved 
and her arms were wrapped with cloth bandages. 

| crouched down next to her. “I’m here to get you out,” | 
said in the gentlest voice possible. 

“Who... ?” she croaked wearily. 

“I’m Amy. Ollie sent me.” 

“Ollie?” Her eyes filled with momentary hope before 
clouding over again. “No,” she said. “He would never... 
why would he help me when | was so terrible to him?” 

“Why wouldn’t he?” | asked. 


“He was right about everything. | should have listened.” 
Her eyes rolled back into her head. 

“Maude,” | said, snapping my fingers in her face. “Can you 
move? We need to get out of here.” 

She nodded, but otherwise she didn’t budge. She was out 
of it; I’m pretty sure she thought | was a dream. 

| started looking around for the keys to her cage, then 
realized | didn’t need them. The Scarecrow would know 
Maude had escaped, so screw it. | bashed the lock with my 
dagger until it broke open. 

The banging seemed to wake Maude up a bit and her eyes 
focused on me. | leaned in and helped her out of her prison 
and onto the ground, but when | tried to lift her into my 
arms to carry her, she brushed my hands away. 

“I can walk,” Maude said. As an afterthought, she reached 
over her shoulder and felt for her wings, like she had 
forgotten whether or not she still had them. As she brushed 
her fingers through the matted feathers, | couldn’t tell if she 
was relieved or disappointed. 

She didn’t say anything—she just reached up and grabbed 
my hand and hobbled along beside me, past the gurneys 
and through the door into the main lab. 

| could hear the crows outside, their mad ka-caws echoing 
down the passageway. We weren’t going to be able to leave 
that way. 

“Is there another way out of here?” | asked. 

Maude either didn’t hear my question or chose to ignore 
it. Her eyes had filled with rage. She was staring at the 
Scarecrow’s machine. 

“Did he use that on you?” | asked, my voice somber. 

Slowly, she nodded. 

Hell with it. Why stop wrecking stuff now? | walked to the 
machine and shoved it over. It crashed loudly to the ground, 
its gears spilling out and spiraling across the floor like loose 
change. | looked back at Maude. 

“He'll only fix it,” she said. 


“I know,” | replied. “But I’d love to see the look on his 
stupid straw face when he finds it.” 

Her cracked lips twitched, not quite smiling, but | thought | 
Saw a Spark of happiness in her tired eyes. 

“What did he do to you? | asked. “What is the Scarecrow 
building down here?” 

“I don’t... | don’t remember.” 

She put a hand up to her shaved head, her eyes squeezed 
shut in pain. | couldn’t tell if it was physical or mental. Did it 
hurt to think? Or did it hurt to remember what had been 
done to her? 

“He drained me . . .” Maude knuckled the back of her 
head. “He’s trying to make himself smarter.” | thought of 
Ozma and wondered if maybe the Scarecrow had drained 
her brain, too. 

“But why?” | asked, looking around at all the equipment. 
The wall of specimens. It had to be something more than 
the Scarecrow having brain envy; nothing went on in this 
palace that didn’t somehow benefit Dorothy. 

“He’s trying to... he’s going to . . .” She drifted off, going 
hazy. 

And then, suddenly, the birds went silent. 

“What has gotten into you? Be quiet, you dreadful 
beasts!” | heard the Scarecrow shouting at the ravens. He 
was back. The fire must’ve been put out. We were out of 
time. 

“Oh no...” Maude moaned, her knees went weak, and | 
felt her almost collapse next to me. 

| grabbed her by the shoulders. “Tell me there’s another 
way out of here.” 

She shook her head, her eyes drifting toward the 
staircase. “Only through there.” 

Trapped. My only option was magic. 

“Take my hand,” | told Maude, trying to sound confident. 
“I’m getting us out of here.” 


| had never gotten that comfortable with the travel spell 
that Mombi had taught me, but at this point, | had to risk it. 
It was dangerous—Gert and Nox had told me time and time 
again that | should never travel without clearly visualizing 
my destination, otherwise | was liable to end up teleporting 
myself into the middle of a brick wall. 

| closed my eyes and tried to picture the Royal Gardens. 
I'd never actually been out there, only glimpsed them that 
day when | saw the Lion pop the eye out from that guard. 
What did | remember? 

The sunflowers. A sprawling bed of overgrown sunflowers 
where the Lion had been napping. | pictured the flowers, but 
it wouldn’t do to travel into them, not unless | wanted petals 
and stems sticking out of me. | imagined the space directly 
above the flowers; the cool night air, the moonlight, the 
Royal Gardens. | focused on the details that would be below 
me, imagining the empty space where we’d travel. 

It would be the most powerful spell l’d ever cast. And the 
most important. 

My dagger throbbed in my hand. It wanted to stay and 
fight. Not a sound strategy, but that’s the kind of instinctual 
advice you get from a magic object that’s primary purpose 
is stabbing. 

Distantly, | heard the Scarecrow shuffling down the steps. 
He was close, but | was already imagining myself far away. . 


“Hold on to me,” | whispered. Even my own voice sounded 
as if it came from down a tunnel, the magic building up 
within me. 

| felt Maude squeeze my hand and then | let go—not of 
her, but of this place. | heard a wooshing in my ears, felt the 
magic pulling me apart, and then we were gone. 


THIRTY- 
VE 


Maude and | materialized right above the sunflowers, just 
like | pictured, and tumbled in a heap through the petals and 
leaves, stems cracking beneath us. The ground was soft, the 
landing not too rough. We’d made it. We were alive. 

I'd completed a travel spell. The most complicated magic 
I'd ever done. And it worked. | felt laughter bubbling up 
within me. 

“You Okay?” | asked Maude, my throat suddenly dry, like 
I'd been dehydrated. 

“Yes,” she croaked back, and we began crawling our way 
out of the flowers. 

| was exhausted. The spell had worked, yeah, but all my 
appendages had that pins-and-needles feeling, and | had 
the vague sense that I’d left part of myself behind, like the 
magic had taken a price. 

Also, considering how powerful the spell was, | worried 
that Dorothy might have felt it or detected it somehow. 
There was nothing | could do about that now. 

Ollie was waiting for us. All | could see of him were his 
eyes. They were unblinking and glowing yellow, shining 
down at me. 


“You fell out of the sky,” he said to me, baffled. 

| waved at him weakly. “No big deal.” 

As | struggled back to my feet, Ollie locked eyes with 
Maude. | don’t know if I’d been expecting them to hug or 
what—the last time they’d seen each other she’d spit on 
him, so maybe that was pushing it—but they didn’t. It was 
awkward, neither one of them sure what to say, until Maude 
finally broke the silence. 

“You came back for me,” she said softly. “After everything 

Ollie cut her off with an embrace. He held her tight and 
Maude squeezed back, although | noticed her fingers 
brushing over the stubs where his wings used to be. | let 
them have a moment, looking toward the palace. The Royal 
Gardens were on the other end of the grounds, away from 
the greenhouse and the Scarecrow’s burned bedroom. The 
windows on this side were dark, empty. There weren’t any 
patrols around, but | didn’t want to take any chances. 

“Sorry, guys,” | interrupted. “But you need to get 
moving.” 

Both monkeys turned to me. Maude bit down on her lip, 
looking suddenly nervous about something. 

“There’s just one more thing,” Ollie said, glancing 
surreptitiously at my dagger. 

My shoulders slumped. | was already exhausted from the 
night’s events, | didn’t know how much more | could do. 

“What is it?” 

“You need to cut off my wings,” Maude replied. 

| stared at her. “Uh, what?” 

“The wings are tied to Dorothy’s magic,” Ollie explained 
somberly. 

“As long as | still have them, she has power over me,” 
Maude finished. | noticed her flexing her wings as she spoke, 
as if trying to commit the feeling to memory. “I won’t be 
able to leave the palace grounds with them.” 


Ollie had already unclipped a pouch from his belt, opening 
it up to reveal sutures and some clean rags. | glared at him. 

“You knew we'd have to do this.” 

Ollie nodded. “Yes. Sorry | didn’t tell you, but... you 
volunteered.” 

| flipped the dagger around in my hand, gently clutching 
the still-warm blade, and held it out to him. 

“You do it,” | said. 

Ollie looked from me to the blade, then at Maude. | could 
see him trying to steel himself, to find the courage to accept 
my challenge. After a moment, he looked away. 

“I... can’t,” he said quietly. “She's...” 

She was his sister. Of course he couldn’t mutilate her. That 
job fell to me. 

Maude grabbed my hand. 

“Please,” she said quietly. My stomach clenched. “You’ve 
already opened my cage. Now set me really free.” 

Cutting them away was the easy part; my knife was sharp 
and hot. The worst part, the part | worried would stick with 
me, was the sound they made. And how the wings began to 
flutter on their own. 

Blood poured down my hands, so dark it was almost black. 
The heat of my blade cauterized the wound some. Ollie 
huddled beside me, staunching the blood and suturing 
where needed. 

“I am so sorry. | am so sorry,” | kept repeating. | don’t 
think she heard me. | didn’t Know a spell to numb the pain 
or | would’ve used it. Maude bore it without a scream or 
even a whimper, knowing that we needed to keep quiet. 

Softly, almost under her breath, she hummed a strange, 
sad song. It sounded like a children’s song. 

“Our parents used to sing that to us,” Ollie whispered. “A 
nursery rhyme about learning to fly. | don’t even remember 
the words.” 

Maude wasn’t crying, so | held my tears back, too. The 
least | could do was be as brave as she was. 


When the first wing fell to the ground, Maude lost 
consciousness. | checked her breath, just to make sure she 
was still alive, but | didn’t try to rouse her. 

Ollie cleaned and bandaged the first stump while | moved 
on to the other. This one took longer, my arms heavy and 
weak. 

When it was done, Ollie lifted her into his arms, cradling 
her like a baby. She stirred, looked at me blearily. 

“Thank you,” she murmured. 

| nodded and opened my mouth to say something. 
Instead, | found myself collapsing onto my knees. Ollie 
leaned close, his face now level with mine. 

“Come with us,” he said urgently, and jerked his chin in 
the direction of the stone wall that separated the Royal 
Gardens from the Emerald City. “I can bring you to the Dark 
Jungle and the other Wingless Ones.” 

| trusted the monkeys. But even though | still hadn’t heard 
from the Order, | knew | had to see this thing through. | 
shook my head. “No,” | replied, gritting my teeth and trying 
to pull it together. “My mission is here.” 

In the darkness, | couldn’t tell whether the look on Ollie’s 
face was admiration or pity. 

“In that case, Amy of Kansas,” he said. “You need to stand 
up. 
| struggled to my feet, every muscle sore and aching. | felt 
like | might crumble back to the ground at any second. 
When I was finally up, Ollie shifted Maude into one arm and 
held out his other hand to me. 

| reached out to grip it, thinking that he was just saying 
good-bye. But he pressed something metal into my palm. 
When | looked down, | saw that it was a tiny silver arrow, no 
bigger than the needle on an ordinary compass. 

“It will lead you to the Wingless Ones,” Ollie said. “Keep it 
safe. Keep it with you. Use it to find us when you need us 
most.” 


” 


| blinked at him, shocked. He had made no secret of how 
the Wingless Ones wanted nothing to do with the Wicked. 
He knew | was loyal to them, and he was trusting me with 
this anyway. 

“We work for no one,” Ollie said, as if he sensed my 
Surprise. “But you have proven yourself. You are our friend, 
and we will help you however we can.” 

“Thank you,” was all | managed to say. 

The words were barely out of my mouth and he was 
already on the move, carrying Maude toward the shadows of 
the wall. Once there, he didn’t climb over. Instead, he lifted 
up a flap of grass and disappeared beneath it. A tunnel, | 
realized. The Wingless Ones had dug a tunnel. 

The silver arrow twitched in my fist in the direction of the 
wall. | now knew there was a way out, but | couldn’t yet take 
it. 


| was lucky to make it back to my room, so weak | was 
practically crawling the whole way, without drawing any 
attention. At one point, | had to duck behind a curtain to 
avoid being spotted by a pair of palace guards. They were 
chatting about the freak accident in the Scarecrow’s room. 
Good. | hoped that meant nobody suspected foul play. 

Well, at least until the Scarecrow discovered Maude 
missing and flipped out. 

All | wanted to do was collapse into bed and sleep for a 
million years, but | couldn’t until | got myself cleaned up. As 
| washed the blood from my hands in the little basin by the 
cupboard, the sounds of bones cracking and feathers 
flapping echoed in my head. When | closed my eyes, all | 
Saw were Maude’s twisted, injured wings falling into the 
grass. 

| shuddered. Doing Good had been uglier than ld 
expected it to be. And the price .. . the price now was 
feeling like | needed to always be looking over my shoulder. 
Maybe I’d taken too many risks. 


And now, to get rid of the evidence, | needed to take one 
more. | felt dizzy, like | was spinning out of control, but | 
shoved it down, doing what needed to be done. 

| pulled off my blood-crusted dress and placed it carefully 
on my bed. Waving my finger at it, | lit it with a magical 
flame. It burned quickly and _ noiselessly, its fabric 
blackening and smoking, hissing and popping. At least no 
one in the palace would find the smell of smoke out of 
place. 

Though the fire danced across my sheets and mattress, 
the spell did its job. They remained unharmed by the 
flames. 

| stood there, practically naked, just watching, my arms 
crossed across my chest until the evidence was finally 
disposed of. There wasn’t even a trace of ash left behind. It 
was as if it had never happened—the room wasn’t even hot. 

But | could still see the fire burning on my retinas when | 
closed my eyes. Much smaller than the one I’d set outside 
the Scarecrow’s chambers. But with more magic. | felt 
weakened; an emptiness in my core like a hunger. 

If Dorothy had detected my use of magic, I’d be in trouble. 
| needed some support. | needed someone to tell me what 
I'd done hadn’t been a total waste—what was one free 
monkey in the scheme of things? A minor victory at what 
cost? 

Where was the Order? Why had they left me all on my 
own? 

| turned to the mirror that I'd come somersaulting out of 
almost a week ago. 

“Nox,” | said. My voice came out angrier than | meant it 
to. “Nox. | don’t know if you can see me. | don’t know if 
you're listening. But | need you.” 

There was no answer. 


THIRTY- 


The hunt was already on when | woke up. From the tiny 
window in my room, | watched the monkeys circling the 
grounds. There were dozens of them in the air, swooping 
and diving. | couldn’t help realize that even though winged 
monkeys are controlled by magic, today they were tethered 
to long metal chains that fastened in thick collars at their 
necks and were being held from the ground by the Tin 
Soldiers, who just stood there looking up at their prisoners 
like they were flying kites at the beach. | guess with one 
runaway monkey, they didn’t want to take any chances that 
their magical power over the monkeys might be slipping. 

They were searching for her. 

| dressed slowly, feeling achy all over, and took an extra 
second to look at myself in the mirror. | half hoped that 
maybe Nox would appear there, but he didn’t. | kissed Star 
on the nose and tucked her away safely in her drawer. | 
think she was getting used to it, or at least had stopped 
trying to scratch her way out of it. 

As | exited my room, | tried to inject a little extra pep in 
my step to make up for the worn-out feeling in my bones. 
Maybe | could borrow some of Jellia’s PermaSmile. 


That reminded me. | had to get her keys back to her. I'd 
find a way to do it at breakfast. My stomach growled; 
apparently, starting a fire, overusing magic, and chopping 
the wings off a monkey made a girl extremely hungry. 

Except, there was no breakfast: instead, the maid staff 
was lined up from one end of the hall to the other, no food 
in sight. 

“What’s going on?” | asked Sindra, the maid next to me, 
as | joined the line. 

“Surprise uniform inspection,” she replied. Sindra blinked 
her extra-long eyelashes and shrugged. She didn’t seem to 
have any clue that anything was up. Part of me envied her 
ignorance. 

Jellia marched up and down the line, making sure 
everyone was in order for the inspection. Her scent was 
vastly improved; Dorothy must have finally let her take the 
mouse out of her pocket. She looked sharper than she had 
in days, but not quite chipper. Jellia knew something was up 
and it made her nervous. 

When she passed me, | saw the tiniest look of alarm flit 
across her eyes. Her mouth, probably slathered with 
PermaSmile, didn’t move. My pulse raced as | tried to say 
calm. Had | missed something? Did | have one of Maude’s 
feathers stuck in my hair? 

Jellia stepped toward me. She licked her thumb, and 
brusquely rubbed a spot behind my ear. A spot | couldn’t 
have seen in my mirror. 

“Astrid,” she spoke quietly, without venom. “You’ve been 
Slipping in your appearance lately. You’re really going to 
have to learn to be tidier.” 

When she got close, | took the opportunity to slip Jellia’s 
keys back in her pocket. Her eyebrow arched at me—maybe 
She felt the tug against her smock—but she didn’t say 
anything more, just studied my face for a moment longer to 
make sure | was clean. | breathed a sigh of relief as she 


turned her back on me and continued her march down the 
line. 

The clomping shuffle of metal against marble approached 
and then | knew for sure that this was no ordinary uniform 
inspection. Jellia stepped back and faced us. | felt the other 
girls tensing up at my side as they began to realize it 
wouldn't be Jellia conducting the inspection. 

Jellia cleared her throat. “Ladies, the Tin Woodman and his 
men are going to ask you some questions. Be honest and 
concise. As long as you tell the truth, no harm will come to 
you.” 

I'd known this might happen, but | hadn’t expected it so 
quickly. | thought I’d have some time to prepare my story. | 
steeled myself, willing my heart to slow, willing my face to 
stay smiling and placid as the Tin Woodman came lurching 
into the room, all business. Jellia curtsied as he approached. 
The Tin Woodman didn’t acknowledge the gesture. 

The Tin Woodman made quick work of the line, showing 
each of us a small picture of Maude and asking each of us 
about her whereabouts last night. 

“Well, | don’t know if | recognize the funny little creature!” 
Sindra said, her turn right before mine. “It’s a monkey! They 
all look the same to me.” 

| wanted to reach over and slap her. Of course, | didn’t. | 
didn’t even turn my head. 

A moment later, the Tin Woodman shoved the picture in 
my face, and | realized that | didn’t have to lie about 
whether | recognized her. The drawing of Maude was 
nothing like the Maude I’d rescued the night before. Her fur 
was neatly combed, and her wings were folded behind her 
back. She had a pink bow in her hair and was wearing a 
little pair of green glasses. The little half smile on her face 
was knowing and shy at the same time. 

| looked up at the Tin Woodman. | studied the seams that 
held his metal face together. 


“I’ve never seen her,” | lied confidently, then tried to copy 
some of Sindra’s stupidity. “I don’t have any contact with 
the monkeys. They have lice.” 

| remembered what I’d seen of the Tin Woodman in the 
magic picture in Dorothy’s parlor, mooning over the 
princess. | knew his weakness. It should’ve been like 
picturing him in his metal underwear, thinking about him 
writing bad love poetry to Dorothy in motor oil. At that 
moment, it didn’t make me feel much better. He lingered in 
front of me, taking longer than he had with the other girls. 

“The last time this monkey was seen, she no longer had 
her fur,” the Tin Woodman said. “Or her wings. Use your 
imagination.” 

| didn’t have to imagine. The image would never leave 
me. 

“No fur or wings?” | asked, trying to conceal a wince at 
the horrible memory. “Shouldn’t she be dead?” 

The Tin Woodman ’s eyes flickered. “She will be.” 

He stepped away from me then, holding up the picture for 
everyone to take a second look. 

“This monkey escaped from the Scarecrow’s lab late last 
night,” he said. “She was gravely injured. She could not 
have escaped without help from someone inside the 
palace.” 

No one said anything. Abruptly, the Tin Woodman 
changed gears, his voice coldly demanding. 

“Who is responsible for delivering hay to the Scarecrow’s 
chambers? Step forward.” 

Everyone in the line hesitated, but one by one, four of us 
stepped forward, including me and Sindra. The Tin 
Woodman stared right at me, though. He stepped close 
again. 

“You smell like smoke,” he said dispassionately. 

Could he even smell with that metal face? Was this a 


ploy? 


| blinked up at him innocently. “My room was close to the 
fire, sir,” | replied. 

“Tell me your name, little maid.” 

“Astrid,” | said, feeling less secure in my disguise spell 
than I had in days. 

“Where are you from?” 

“Gillikin Country,” | said. 

Before he could ask any more questions, Jellia cleared her 
throat loudly behind him. “Your Greatness,” she said, 
addressing the Tin Woodman. “We have duties to attend to 
and we’re already off to a late start. Dorothy will be very 
disappointed if we don’t...” 

The Tin Woodman gave me a last look. A long one. “Maids, 
so good at getting every single detail right,” he mused. He 
stepped away from me, addressing the rest of the line. “If 
any of you have information on our escaped monkey, you 
know where to find me. And don’t put the hay near the 
lanterns, you little fools.” 

Metal hands clasped behind his back, the Tin Woodman 
strode from the room. 

“Off to your duties, girls,” Jellia singsonged when he was 
gone. “Don’t dillydally. There’s more work to be done than 
ever.” 

| was turning to follow Sindra when | felt a hand on my 
Shoulder. It was Jellia. 

“Come with me,” she said. “I have a special task that you 
can help me with.” 

That was unusual. My chest tightened, paranoia fluttering 
through me. Did Jellia Know? Had she figured out that | 
swiped her keys? That | used them to help Maude escape? | 
studied her face, but it was as placid and cheerful as ever. 

| didn’t have any choice except to go with her. As she led 
me out of the dining hall, | felt my knife whispering for me 
to call it. But | didn’t, not yet. | wasn’t entirely sure what 
Jellia was up to, but | didn’t totally distrust her. | would only 


have one chance to run. | had to make sure | took the right 
one. 

“Of course this has to happen just so close to the ball,” 
Jellia chattered airily as we walked. “The Tin Woodman and 
his men are ripping apart every room. Turning over every 
cushion. They don’t care that we'll have to clean it all up 
before Dorothy’s guests arrive. And Her Highness will not be 
pleased if even the slightest thing is out of place. Not to 
mention that mess in the Scarecrow’s room.” 

It was the closest she’d ever come to complaining about 
anything. | followed along and listened, wondering what she 
was getting at. 

“You know,” she continued. “I’ve worked in the palace for 
a long time. | was here before the Wizard, even. | was here 
during the Scarecrow’s rule. | was here when Ozma was still 
herself. | was here when Dorothy returned.” 

“That is a long time,” | said, trying to sound noncommittal, 
but | was curious just the same, and not only about why she 
could appear to be a young girl after so many years working 
in the palace. | wondered why she was telling me all this— 
she had never opened up around me before. Maybe that 
hug yesterday really had made a difference. Maybe she just 
wanted to talk? 

“Oz has been through many changes,” she went on. “Oh, 
people talk about the rea/ Oz, but | don’t even know what 
they mean by that. Oz has rarely stayed the same for long. 
That’s the magic, of course. Always changing.” 

We were climbing the stairs now. Jellia’s smile was 
different from her usual phony mannequin-grin. It was sad 
and faraway. 

“I have some fairy blood, too, you know,” she said. By 
now | wasn’t even sure if she was talking to me or talking to 
herself. “Not anywhere near as much as Ozma, of course. 
Not enough to make much of a difference. But enough to 
know that things could have been different.” 


Finally, we were at my room. | looked over at Jellia 
questioningly. Why had she brought me here? 

“I want you to be sure that your room is tidy,” she 
explained. There was no hint in her voice that anything was 
out of the ordinary. “They’ll be searching all of them, of 
course, and | know that you can be sloppy from time to 
time. | wouldn’t want them to find it out of order. It would 
reflect badly on me.” 

She stared at me meaningfully. This was a warning. | don’t 
know how much Jellia knew, but she’d brought me here, 
taken me away from my chores so that | could make sure 
everything was in order. So that | wouldn’t get busted. 

“Jellia, I—” 

She held up her hand. “I'll expect you in the kitchen for 
dishes shortly.” 

Without another word, she walked away. But when | 
opened the door and stepped inside, | realized | was too 
late. Everything was out of place. The sheets had been 
Stripped. The mattress had been cut down the center, 
feathers spilling everywhere. 

When I saw the open drawers, overturned on the floor, | 
felt like | was going to throw up. 

Star was gone. 


Outside the window, the sky turned from blue to purple to 
black. Even though it was barely after breakfast, Dorothy 
had turned the clock. 

| couldn’t bring myself to care. Star was gone. My room 
had been ransacked. | was sure they knew about me—about 
who | really was. The Tin Woodman already seemed 
Suspicious of me. They’d put it all together. 

| had to get out of here. 

| turned to face the mirror, which was basically the only 
thing in the room that had been left undisturbed. Could it be 
the way out, too? 

| ran my fingers over the smooth, reflective surface, 
hoping some kind of answer would reveal itself. “Nox,” | 
said, knowing in my heart that it was useless. “Please help 
me. Tell me what to do. | need you.” 

| thought | saw my image ripple, just barely, like when you 
drop a penny in a pool, and a quick surge of hope rushed 
through me. But the mirror remained unchanged. Any 
movement I’d seen had just been my imagination. 

| looked at my face, the face that wasn’t really my own, 
and tried to remember what | really looked like. For some 


reason, it made me wonder what my mother was doing. | 
wondered how much time had passed since I'd left—l knew 
that time didn’t work the same here as it did back home. 
Was she an old woman now? Had she found a new life 
without me? Or maybe a hundred years had passed back in 
Kansas and she was now long dead. | shivered. 

Suddenly | found myself longing for my real face. | 
thought about taking out the knife and cutting myself to 
reverse the spell, just to get a glimpse of the girl | had been. 
If | was going to be captured, or have to fight my way out, | 
decided | would do it as Amy. 

The blade came to me eagerly. It glinted in the mirror. 

| was just about to slice my palm open when | heard 
something behind me. First a rustle, then a squeak. | spun 
around to see Star emerging from a crevice between the 
floorboards and the wall, a tiny little space | had never 
noticed before. 

“Star!” | cried. “Where the hell were you? Where did you 
come from?” | was so overjoyed to see her that | didn’t even 
care that | was talking to a rat that had no way of answering 
any of my questions. She must have escaped somehow. 
That’s one good thing you can say about rodents: they know 
how to make a quick getaway. | just hoped she’d done it 
before they’d searched my dresser. Somehow | didn’t think 
Dorothy would take kindly to a maid harboring a rat in her 
room. 

| knelt down to pick her up, but she darted away from me. 

“Star?” | stood back up and watched her closely. 
Something was up—she was frantically running around in a 
circle like she was trying to get my attention. 

“What are you trying to tell me?” | asked. 

As if she understood what | was asking, she scurried over 
to the door and began scratching at it. 

She wanted me to follow. 

“Are you serious? Now?” 


It was a bad idea. Worse than bad. Colossally bad. The Tin 
Woodman was tearing the rooms apart one by one, the 
whole palace was in chaos over the missing monkey, and | 
wasn’t sure whether or not | was a suspect. Plus, Jellia had 
already covered for me once this morning, and | still wasn’t 
sure exactly what that was all about. The safest course of 
action, for now, was to keep my head down and be ready to 
run. 

Or ready to fight. 

“Star...,” | said. 

She squeaked. She’d never behaved like this before. It 
was a far cry from her lethargic Dusty Acres days, usually 
spent napping in her exercise ball. Maybe there was some 
natural phenomena in Oz that made animals smarter. | 
mean, the monkeys talk after all. 

| sighed. They do say rats are extremely intelligent. If she 
wanted me to follow, | would follow. 

As soon as | opened the door, Star raced out without 
hesitation. | chased after her. | guess if anyone caught me, | 
could tell them | was trying to strangle the rat on Dorothy’s 
behalf. 

| was nervous, still unsure what exactly was going on. But 
Star wasn’t. Star moved quickly and hugged the side of the 
hall as if she knew that she was supposed to be 
inconspicuous—as If she knew exactly where she was going, 
exactly what she was doing. 

After a couple of turns, past rooms where other maids 
were too busy diligently cleaning to notice us, Star came to 
an unexpected stop, right in front of a life-size statue of 
Dorothy. I’d probably dusted this a few times—there were 
others like it scattered all over the palace. In this one, 
Dorothy peered hopefully toward the horizon (the wall), 
while clutching a picnic basket, Toto’s scruffy head poking 
out of it. This version of Dorothy reminded me of the sweet, 
innocent one | was familiar with, the way most people back 
home thought of her: sweet and smiling, her hair pulled into 


two plaits. Too bad she was fictional. | looked at the statue. | 
looked down at Star. She was twitching in expectation. 

“Okay,” | said, keeping my voice low. “Now what?” 

Star rolled over onto her back, then back to her feet, and 
looked up at me. 

| didn’t understand rat sign language, but | knew she was 
trying to show me something. | looked at the statue again. | 
thought about all those movies where a statue conceals a 
hidden door and almost laughed, looking down at Star. 

“Is this when I, like, lean on the statue and fall through a 
trapdoor?” | poked stone Dorothy in the eye for emphasis, 
and nothing happened. 

In response, Star started running around in a circle, 
chasing her tail. 

“Star, | don’t have time for this,” | said. “Things are 
already screwed up and why am | talking to you, you're a 
rat.” 

Star stopped chasing her tail and looked at me, lifting one 
of her front legs off the ground. It was like she wanted to 
Shake hands. 

Rolling over. Chasing her tail. Shaking hands. These were 
dog tricks. 

| looked back at the statue. Toto’s front paw was sticking 
out of the basket. | looked dubiously back at Star, who 
squeaked. Feeling a little dumb for humoring my pet rat, | 
shook Toto’s paw. 

It moved under my hand like a lever. Something inside the 
statue clicked, and then an almost imperceptible ripple went 
through the marble, like the shimmer of heat coming off a 
sidewalk in the summer. 

Star squeaked and raced up to the statue’s base, running 
right through it, almost like the statue was a hologram. 
Tentatively, | reached out and touched what seconds ago 
had been cold, solid marble. Although it looked no different 
to the naked eye, now my hand passed right through it. 


| glanced down the hallway in either direction. The coast 
was still clear. 

Well, I’d followed Star this far. 

| took a deep breath, fighting back the instinct that said | 
was about to smash my face against a rock, and walked 
through Dorothy’s statue. 

| found myself on a stone staircase lit by glowing, 
shimmering orbs of energy that lined the cracked, ancient 
walls. | glanced over my shoulder and for a moment | could 
see the back of the Dorothy statue, but then it faded into 
solid rock. In front of me was a staircase that led nowhere 
but down. Great. 

| heard Star chittering up ahead, so | pressed on. The 
ceiling above the staircase was so low and cramped that | 
had to duck my head to walk down it. Probably built for 
Munchkins, | thought. 

| caught up with Star at the bottom. The ceiling opened up 
down here, the same orbs from the staircase illuminating an 
ancient chamber with a dirt floor. Dust tickled my nostrils. It 
didn’t seem like anyone had been down here for a long 
time. | wondered if this was like one of the tunnels Ollie and 
Maude had disappeared into last night. 

“What did you get me into?” | muttered to Star. 

We followed the tunnel, the only sounds my soft footfalls 
and Star’s clicking nails. | glanced over my shoulder once 
and watched as my footprints quickly filled back in, like 
some invisible force was making sure to erase all trace of 
my passing. | started walking a lot faster after that. | had 
the constant sense that something might start chasing me 
at any moment. 

After only a few minutes, the tunnel came to an abrupt 
dead end. | looked back again and couldn’t see the staircase 
we’d come from, even though it didn’t seem like we’d gone 
that far. Instead, the tunnel stretched on forever behind me. 
Something told me there was no going back. 


A ladder was built into the wall in front of me. It was 
wooden and rickety and led up through a narrow hole in the 
ceiling. | tested it, rattling it hesitantly to be sure it would 
Support my weight. 

It shook, but it didn’t give way. So | put Star in my pocket 
and began to climb, not knowing where it would lead me. It 
was a tight squeeze; like the staircase, this tunnel was 
basically Munchkin-size. I'd never been claustrophobic 
before, but | was still supremely relieved to see a square of 
light overhead. 

At the top of the ladder, | reached up and lifted a square 
door. | opened it slowly, peeking out, not sure where I’d be 
popping up. From above, dirt shook loose into my face. 

It was a flap carved into the grass, just like the one Ollie 
had used the night before. Except this one appeared to lead 
into a bunch of shrubs. Well, at least no one would be able 
to see me emerging from the earth. 

| crawled and clawed my way up and out, through leaves 
and thorns and branches. When | was finally able to stand, | 
looked around, pulled a bunch of leaves from my hair, 
dusted myself off, and found that | was in the palace’s 
sculpture garden, a place I’d seen in the distance, out the 
window, but had never been in before. It wasn’t that far 
from the greenhouse, and | was a little nervous to be in the 
proximity of the Scarecrow’s lab again so soon, but no one 
was around. The search for Maude must have gone to the 
other side of the palace—to the Royal Gardens—where 
they’d probably discovered her mutilated wings by now. 

The sculpture garden had always looked green and 
peaceful from a distance. Up close, it was nothing like that 
at all. Giant topiaries trimmed into the figures of Oz 
luminaries—the Lion, the Tin Woodman and the Scarecrow 
and Glinda, as well as others that | didn’t recognize—all 
towered over my head, all of them dark and shadowy in the 
moonlight as they stared creepily down at me. 


Life-size stone statues were mixed in among them. They 
were made from a flaky, brittle shale; all of them with eyes 
that seemed strangely lifelike, as if they were watching me 
sneak through their ranks. | pushed down the sudden desire 
to draw my dagger. 

The statues were carefully arranged along a spiraling 
stone path through the hedges. They appeared to represent 
every race and creature in Oz—humans, Munchkins, 
Quadlings—and also stranger humanoids like an armless 
brute with a hammer-shaped head, and a gang of sprite-size 
people with horns sticking out of their foreheads. 

As | moved quickly down the path, Star wriggled in my 
pocket. | reached down for her, but she squirmed free of my 
hand and jumped onto the stone path. She darted on ahead: 
this wild-goose chase wasn’t over. This time, | didn’t 
question it. Clearly, she had a destination in mind. 

So | followed her as she scurried along, trying not to look 
at the gruesome faces of the statues staring at me until we 
reached the entrance to the hedge maze. 

There | stopped short. This was one place | didn’t want to 
go. While the sculpture garden had always looked like a 
peaceful retreat from the vantage point of the palace 
windows, the hedge maze, on the other hand—even from a 
distance—had always given me the creeps. 

| don’t know why. Maybe it was just the way it exuded 
magic; the way it seemed to change and rearrange itself 
every time you looked away from it. Even in the dark, the 
leaves of the hedges were Technicolor-green, so saturated 
that the color almost bled into the atmosphere. 

It seemed like the kind of place you could get lost in. The 
kind of place you could enter and never leave. 

Unfortunately, Star didn’t seem to share my fear—she was 
already several yards ahead of me, and if | didn’t hurry, she 
would be out of sight before | knew it. 

“Slow down!” | hissed after her, but she didn’t listen. | 
took a deep breath and followed her into the maze. 


As soon as | stepped inside, the leafy walls on either side 
of me began to rustle, suddenly sprouting little pink buds. 
The climbing ivy grew and twisted. 

My heart pounding, | looked back. The opening I’d just run 
through was no longer there. It had sealed up behind me 
with new growth. 

“Damn,” | swore under my breath. l’d almost expected 
those frozen statues to come to life, but | hadn’t expected 
the maze to. 

Keeping Star in my sights suddenly seemed more 
important than ever—it was no longer just a matter of not 
losing her. It was a matter of me not getting lost. Rats were 
Supposed to be naturally good at mazes, right? Star seemed 
to have some sense of where she was going, but | knew 
that, on my own, | would be stuck in here for good. 

There was no point in looking back, so | didn’t bother. 

Relying on a rat to guide me through a magic maze pretty 
much summed up my last twenty-four hours. | felt out of 
control, isolated, and uncertain where | was headed. | 
plunged forward regardless. Sometimes the path was 
narrow and claustrophobic, the hedges so high | couldn’t 
even see their tops. Then I’d turn a corner into a sweeping 
cobblestone boulevard where the topiary walls were short 
enough that it seemed like | might be able to dive over them 
with a running start. 

We turned a corner and found ourselves in a long, leafy 
corridor—grown over with ivy—where there didn’t appear to 
be any more turnoffs. The hedges stretched out in a rigid 
line, nowhere to go except straight ahead. Unfortunately, 
the path looked like it went on forever, extending so far into 
the distance that | couldn’t see an end. The maze felt 
massive, like an entire world unto itself. 

The endlessness terrified me. Even Star slowed down and 
sniffed at the air, looking around like she was trying to get 
her bearings. 

“Come on, Star,” | urged quietly. “Don’t fail me now.” 


The hedge wall on my left was covered in a blooming 
honeysuckle-like vine that dripped with a sweet-smelling 
nectar. Without really realizing what | was doing, | reached 
toward one of the blossoms to sample the nectar—it 
smelled so sweet and alluring. A purple ladybug landed on 
the blossom just in front of my fingers and the flower 
Snapped close with a crunch and a squish. | jumped back. 
The flowers had teeth. 

| started forward, wanting to put some distance between 
me and the flowers. Star ambled along at my side, no longer 
leading the way. 

“What did you get me into, Star?” 

Just as | said it, her head popped up into the air and she 
doubled back on the path we’d been following. She began to 
examine one of the hedges we’d passed. It looked like any 
of the rest of them to me, but Star, having now made up her 
mind, circled around and ran straight toward it. As she did, 
the branches slid aside, forming an opening as wide as a 
doorway. | gasped—more from joy than surprise—a way out! 
Star ran through—and I ran right behind her. 

We kept running, no longer obeying the paths laid out by 
the maze. The walls continued to slide aside for us as we 
charged on, closing at our backs as soon as we slipped 
through. 

And then, finally, we reached the center of the maze. It 
was so unexpected that | almost tripped over my feet while 
Skidding to a stop. It was a large, circular area, paved with 
jagged flagstones. Wildflowers bloomed everywhere, the 
moonlight beaming down brightly on their open faces. 

Dead center in the middle of the plaza was a stone 
fountain that looked older than time itself. Its water spiraled 
up into the sky in a corkscrew and didn’t seem to come back 
down again. 

Sitting on the edge of the fountain was Pete. 

As usual, he had found me when | least expected it. Like 
the Order, Pete was just another of my supposed allies that 


couldn’t be relied upon. 

“You,” was all | could manage, still catching my breath. 

“Hey,” he said casually. Clearly, he’d been expecting me. 
He sat there like there was nothing strange at all about 
meeting up in the early morning darkness for some fun 
times in the nefarious hedge maze. 

Actually, with the way the bright-yellow half-moon shone 
on his dark hair, the colors around us supercharged, Pete 
looked almost beautiful. He looked better than normal—like 
an artist’s rendering of his ideal self. He looked perfectly at 
ease here, like he belonged. 

“You brought me here,” | said suspiciously. “You had Star 
come get me.” 

“Yes,” he said. He stood up from his perch on the fountain 
but didn’t come any closer. 

“How?” 

“Star may not be able to talk, but it’s not so hard to 
communicate with her if you know the trick,” he replied. 

More half answers. This was way beyond its expiration 
date. 

“What about the maze? Did you do all that? Do you 
control it?” 

He laughed. “No one controls the maze. Especially not 
me. It’s a living thing—like you or me or Star. If you’re kind 
to it, it remembers. If it’s your friend, it will help you.” He 
smiled and gestured at everything around us. “These 
hedges and | go way back,” he said. “So | asked it for help.” 

What was he saying? That he had trained this place? 

| took a step closer. 

Who are you? | wanted to ask. What do you want from 
me? 

| wanted to ask those things. But | had asked them before. 
| knew he wouldn’t give me a straight answer. And if he 
somehow did now, | wasn’t sure | would like it. 

“If you wanted to talk to me, why didn’t you just come to 
my room—like before? Why go through all this?” | asked 


instead. 

“Things are about to get messy around here, Amy,” he 
said. “It’s not safe for me in the palace.” 

| wanted to laugh. “And it’s safe in here? | hate to tell you 
this, but the flowers have teeth.” 

Pete laughed. “Okay, true,” he said. “If you make it here 
to the center, though, you’re in the safest place in the whole 
Emerald City. Maybe in all of Oz. Dorothy’s afraid to come in 
here. Even Glinda’s afraid. They should be—it’s more 
powerful than they are. More powerful than Mombi, for that 
matter.” 

He raised an eyebrow mischievously. 

“You know Mombi,” | said. Of course he did. | should have 
known. 

“| do,” he said. “Mombi and | go way back, too.” 

“So you're my handler. The one who’s been keeping an 
eye on me for the Order. Are you the one who told her to 
rescue me in the first place?” 

Pete shook his head emphatically. “I don’t work with the 
Order. Just because | know Mombi doesn’t mean | like her.” 

“How do you know her, then? Wait, never mind. | don’t 
know why | thought you’d answer that, since you haven’t 
answered any of my other questions.” 

Pete’s expression darkened. “She may say she’s working 
for the good of Oz, but Mombi doesn’t do anything for the 
good of anyone except herself. Take it from me.” 

| rolled my eyes and walked over to the edge of the 
fountain. 

“Pete,” | said. “Why should | take anything from you?” 

“|I guess you shouldn't,” he said. | couldn’t decide whether 
he sounded apologetic about it. 

“So what do you want from me? Why did you bring me 
here?” 

“| wanted you to know how to find the center,” he said. “l 
wanted you to understand this place. To introduce you, | 
guess. It might be useful to you someday.” 


“Introduce me.” 

“Yeah.” 

“You wanted to introduce me to a bunch of magical 
hedges.” | was pissed at how evasive Pete was being, but 
the logical part of me knew this was a valuable place to 
know about. With things getting hot in the palace, the Tin 
Woodman sniffing around, the magic I’d used last night—I 
might need a place with carnivorous flowers to hide in. 

Pete just shrugged. He tried to take my hand in his, but | 
pulled it away. 

“And | wanted to say good-bye,” he said. “I have to leave 
the palace. | couldn’t before. But Dorothy’s weak right now. 
She’s being hit from too many angles. | don’t even think she 
realizes it. | have to leave while I can.” 

| felt it like a punch in the gut. Mysterious and flighty as 
he was, at least Pete usually tried to be helpful. But now— 
just like the Order—he was leaving me behind. And | still 
didn’t have any answers. Was it a coincidence that he had 
just been walking by when my trailer fell out of the sky, that 
he kept showing up and disappearing? 

| backed away from him. Pete was more than he seemed. 
That much was clear. 

“Who are you?” | asked. 

“| had started to think that there was no hope for Oz,” he 
said, again not answering the question. “Things were just so 
bad. The day | met you | was walking around looking at all 
the damage. Thinking there was no way things could ever 
get better. That we shouldn’t even bother trying. And then 
you dropped out of the sky. You reminded me that there was 
still Good here. Even if it was just the promise of Good.” 

Good. There was that word again. Back home, | had 
always thought of myself as a good person. Maybe a good 
person with a little bit of a temper, but still good. Here, in 
Oz, it had gotten more complicated—words like Good and 
Wicked had lost their meaning. What mattered was right 
and wrong. 


At least, that’s what I’d thought. But Pete thought | was 
Good, and the way he said it made me wonder if it still 
mattered after all. 

“It was selfish of me to get so close to you,” he went on. 
“But it wasn’t just selfishness. | wanted to make you feel like 
you weren’t alone, so that you could be the force for good 
Oz needs.” 

His words made me feel unsteady. “I don’t know what that 
means,” | said. “I hardly know anything about you. You’re 
not a gardener at all, are you?” 

“I wish | could tell you everything, Amy. | wish | could take 
you with me. But | can’t. We all have our secrets to keep.” 
He looked at me pointedly, and | remembered that | was still 
wearing Astrid’s face. “And you’re bound to Mombi now. | 
can’t break that. Even if | wanted to.” 

He knew that, too. What else did he know about me? 

| turned away from him and trailed my fingers through the 
water in the fountain. | half expected to feel something 
when | touched it—that it would be magical, charged 
somehow. But it was just water. 

Then Pete stood up. 

“Wait—” | said. | stood too. “Please.” | had so much more | 
wanted to ask him. Even if he wasn’t going to give me the 
answers. 

But he was running his fingers through his hair, looking 
away. He had more he wanted to say, too, | could tell. 

“Don’t trust anyone. Don’t even trust me. Trust yourself,” 
he said. “You'll know what to do. Be safe, Amy.” 

Before | could reply, he took a running leap and dove 
headfirst into the fountain. The water was only about a foot 
deep, but it swallowed him easily. | ran over and leaned into 
the pool, but all | saw was clear water shimmering over the 
mosaic-tiled bottom. It was empty. He was gone. | sighed in 
frustration. 

“Looks like it’s just you and me,” | said to Star. 


| thought about following—about jumping right into the 
pool after him. But somehow | knew that whatever door Pete 
had just passed through was closed. 

With all the magic in Oz, with all the magic the witches 
had taught me, there was one trick | still hadn’t mastered: 
how to make people stay. 


THIRTY- 
CHT 


The hedge maze basically showed me the way out, opening 
up its walls for me. As | passed, the bitey flowers made 
sweet little kissy noises at me. That didn’t really cheer me 
up. 

| returned Star to my room, hiding her back in the drawer 
and using some of the padding from my ripped-up mattress 
to make her a bed. | figured the Tin Soldiers wouldn’t bother 
tossing my room twice. After that, | rejoined the other 
maids, scrubbing and dusting through the rest of the 
afternoon. No one seemed to have missed me, although | 
didn’t see Jellia anywhere. 

Around dinnertime, the sun came back up. Dorothy 
must’ve been awake. 

The maid staff was only half done with our meals when all 
of our bells started ringing at once. Something was wrong, 
and as they led us to the throne room, it wasn’t hard to 
guess what. 

It wasn’t just the maids. The halls were crowded with 
people all heading in the same direction: guards, gardeners, 
deliverymen, cooks, everyone. | even saw the Wizard’s hat 
Sailing through the procession. 


“They know who it is,” someone behind me whispered. 
“They've discovered the traitor who helped the monkey 
escape.” 

Even though I'd barely had time to touch my dinner, | felt 
sick to my stomach. If they knew who it was, then they 
knew it was me. | knew how Dorothy liked to work: that she 
was looking forward to calling me out from the crowd in 
front of everyone, making me beg and humiliate myself 
while she tortured me with my own fear. 

| thought about running. | could teleport myself to the 
hedge maze and hide in there. | could make it out before the 
Tin Soldiers had the chance to grab me. 

Or | could summon my knife and fight. 

| knew one thing for sure: | wasn’t going back to one of 
those tiny dungeon cells. And | damn sure wasn’t going to 
the Scarecrow’s lab for any Attitude Adjustment. 

Before | could decide anything for sure, Sindra sidled up 
next to me. 

“I just can’t wait for things to get back to normal,” she 
said. “You know, | found a metal screw in my bed. The Tin 
Soldiers must have searched the room. And what if /’m the 
traitor? | mean, | did bring up some of those hay bales.” 

| shook my head. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” | 
replied, and picked up my pace to get ahead of her. 

As we entered the throne room, my eyes came to rest on 
the Wizard. He observed the crowd with an inscrutable 
smirk that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He stood in the 
middle of the crowd, but separate, too, as if he were 
surrounded by an invisible bubble. Really, it was that people 
were a little afraid of him. They didn’t want to stand too 
close. | was just surprised that he was down here with all us 
common servants. 

The staff milled about, chatting, some of the maids taking 
the opportunity to flirt with the guards, but it all came to a 
halt when the Scarecrow and the Tin Woodman entered. The 


crowd hushed as the two took their places next to the two 
empty thrones. 

Audible gasps and a smattering of clapping rippled 
through the crowd when Dorothy sashayed into the room. It 
was the first time I’d seen her since the incident in her 
chambers a few days ago, and | noticed with disgust that all 
the beauty sleep seemed to be working—her skin looked 
perfect, like a doll’s, not a blemish to be seen. The spike 
heels of her magic shoes—which | pointedly avoided looking 
at—sparked against the marble with her every step. 
Dorothy’s hair bounced at her shoulders, even more shiny 
and perfect today than ever. She wore a leather dress of 
that familiar blue-and-white pattern that hugged her farm- 
girl curves before fishtailing out at the bottom. 

Dorothy sat on her throne, daintily crossed her legs, and 
regarded us all with an expression equal parts imperious 
and murderous. At her side, the second throne—usually 
reserved for Ozma—remained empty. | guessed that the 
actual princess wasn’t important enough to get invited to 
this sort of thing. 

The Tin Woodman banged the butt of his ax on the floor. 

“Attention!” he shouted, as if everyone in the crowd 
wasn’t already staring at the throne. 

Slowly, a thousand-watt grin spread across Dorothy’s face, 
as insincere as a piranha’s. She cleared her throat and her 
voice began to echo through the room. 

“My aunt Em used to say there wasn’t any such thing as 
being too generous,” she said. “My dear aunt Em was never 
a princess, of course, but | still try to live by her words. | like 
to think | treat you all not just as subjects but as friends.” 

She paused, and the crowd responded with clapping and 
cheering, not all of it entirely forced. | had to say, this 
wasn’t the Dorothy I’d expected. She might have been a 
total bitch in private, but she sure knew how to work a 
room. 


“And how am | repaid for my generosity?” Dorothy went 
on, a hand daintily spread across her cleavage, her tone 
suddenly wounded. “With betrayal. A betrayal of me, a 
betrayal of Oz, a betrayal of all of you.” 

Angry muttering began to spread through the room. They 
were actually buying this crap. 

| could practically feel her eyes boring right through the 
crowd and into my skull. | knew that, at any second, she 
would be dispatching the Tin Soldiers to push through the 
audience and drag me up to the throne to be punished in 
front of everyone. My fists clenched. | was scared, yes, but 
also felt my anger starting to rise. | must be prepared to 
draw my dagger and make sure Oz’s benevolent ruler died 
first. 

“We will have our justice!” Dorothy shouted. “The truth 
always reveals itself.” 

Cheering again. They couldn’t make up their minds—were 
they angry or happy? Were they really clapping for the 
downfall of a traitor? Or because it wasn’t them being 
punished today? 

“Bravest Lion,” Dorothy said through clenched teeth, 
“bring me the traitor.” 

The Lion loped out from the door behind the throne. A 
murmur went through the crowd. The Lion’s ferocious figure 
was always intimidating but the nervousness sweeping the 
room was also partly owed to the prisoner he dragged 
behind him. 

Jellia Jamb, the head maid and Dorothy’s most trusted 
lady-in-waiting, her hands bound behind her back. 

| lurched forward in surprise, bumping shoulders with one 
of the guards. He glared at me, but | hardly noticed. | 
couldn’t tear my eyes away from Jellia. This wasn’t right. 
Not at all. 

The Lion held her with one paw digging into her arm 
through the puffy sleeves of her uniform. Her hair was 


disheveled, her face ashen and quivering. The PermaSmile 
had been wiped from her face. Her uniform was all torn up. 

My mind raced. Was this a trap? Was Jellia going to inform 
against me? Or was she going to take the fall? 

Her keys. Oh no. I'd stolen her keys, they’d figured it out, 
and now she was to blame. 

My fault. This was my fault. 

“Come forward,” Dorothy demanded, curling a finger at 
Jellia. 

The Lion released her and Jellia stepped forward, righting 
herself quickly when she stumbled for a moment. 

Dorothy looked her up and down, clucking her tongue. 
Then she stood up and straightened the crooked flaps of 
Jellia’s collar. 

“There,” Dorothy said, almost intimately, almost like she 
was just speaking to Jellia. If | didn’t know better, I’d think 
there was something tender about it. 

| held my breath. What was she going to do to her? And, 
more importantly, what was | going to do about it? | couldn’t 
just stand here while someone else got blamed for my 
crimes against Dorothy. 

“Jellia,” Dorothy said, sitting back onto her throne and 
crossing her legs casually. “You stand accused of freeing the 
monkey, Maude, from the Scarecrow’s private medical 
facility where she was being kept for her own good. How do 
you plead?” 

Jellia’s chin trembled as she opened her mouth to speak. 
“Guilty, Your Highness,” she said. 

The room gasped, no one louder than me. Jellia hadn’t 
done it—so why was she confessing to the crime? 

“Additionally,” Dorothy continued, “we discovered several 
pieces of evidence in your room suggesting that you have 
been in regular contact with a ragtag band of magic-using 
malcontents and usurpers operating out of Gillikin Country.” 

The Order. She meant the Order. 


Jellia was my handler. How could | not have seen it? 
Getting me close to Dorothy. Letting me check my room this 
morning. Hell, she’d probably allowed me to pickpocket her 
keys. Tears welled up in my eyes—tears of belated 
gratitude, frustration, futility. | fought them back. 

Jellia didn’t reply to Dorothy’s accusation. 

The Lion twitched and pawed impatiently at the ground. 
He growled, baring his teeth, and Jellia flinched away from 
him. Dorothy stroked his back, calming him. 

“Well?” she asked Jellia. “What do you say to that?” 

Jellia looked around the room. | tried to catch her eyes, 
but it was almost as if she refused to look at me. She raised 
her chin high. 

“That accusation is true,” she said, her eyes blazing. “I am 
a member of the Revolutionary Order of the Wi—” 

Dorothy lunged forward and slapped her before Jellia 
could finish. To my ears at least, the slap echoed like a 
thunderclap. The room, which had started to buzz during 
Jellia’s second confession, went completely quiet. 

To even Dorothy’s surprise, Jellia didn’t look at all cowed. 
Instead, she raised her head even higher, looking out on the 
crowd once again. It was like she was shaking off the meek, 
PermaSmiling, and servile creature we’d all known. Her 
spine stiffened and her shoulders rose up, like her false 
persona was an actual weight she’d been carrying. Gone 
was the woman who'd chastised me for not starching my 
pleats, the woman who’d carried around a dead mouse for 
days on Dorothy’s orders. Suddenly she looked like a 
warrior. 

| should’ve known. Should’ve thanked her for wiping what 
must’ve been blood off me. For protecting me. 

Dorothy recoiled from Jellia, as if scalded by the brazen 
impertinence. She gathered herself and shouted, struggling 
to be heard over the increasingly buzzing crowd. 

“Treason! Sass! Unsanctioned magic!” Dorothy shrieked 
out the charges. “I sentence you to—!” 


The ropes binding Jellia’s hands burned away with a puff 
of smoke. The crowd gasped as Jellia cut off the princess, 
her voice rising louder. 

“People of Oz!” she yelled. “Dorothy’s tyranny has lasted 
long enough! It is time for us to rise up! It is time for us to 
reclaim the magic that is rightfully ours! My fellow Ozians— 
in times like these, the Wicked will rise!” 

No one knew what to do—the idea of a royal decree being 
interrupted was so preposterous that even Dorothy had 
frozen, her face bright red. | heard some boos from the 
crowd, but a larger part was silent, some leaning intently 
forward, whispering among themselves. Others edged 
toward the exits, not wanting to be involved in whatever 
came next. 

| looked over to where the Wizard had been standing and 
saw that he was gone. But where? 

Dorothy stomped her ruby-wrapped feet, more like a 
spoiled child than a regal princess. “Stop it! | trusted you!” 

Jellia turned toward her and, as she did, Dorothy pointed 
an angry finger at her. It began to glow. 

My knife suddenly appeared in my hand, almost without 
me realizing it, but no one else noticed—everyone’s 
attention was firmly on Jellia and Dorothy. 

A crackling bolt of electricity shot from Dorothy’s finger, 
straight toward her former maid. Jellia raised a palm as if to 
say Stop, and it bounced right off her, curling back in 
Dorothy’s direction. Dorothy gasped, but the Tin Woodman 
flung himself in front of her just in time to absorb the spell, 
sparks hopping across his metal body. 

“Kill her!” Dorothy screamed. 

Jellia’s outstretched hand began to glow. But before 
whatever spell she was casting could fully coalesce, the Lion 
bounded forward and sunk his teeth into Jellia’s shoulder. 
She screamed as the Lion tore into her, shaking her back 
and forth until her arm came completely off with a sick 


tearing sound. Those closest to the thrones, including 
Dorothy, were sprayed with Jellia’s blood. 

Now people were screaming, running toward the exits. 
Others remained, too scared to even flee without official 
dismissal from Dorothy. | stood, frozen, in the midst of the 
chaos. 

The Lion flung his head back—for a moment Jellia’s hand 
was visible between his teeth, then it disappeared down his 
throat. 

“Stay and watch!” the Lion bellowed at the crowd. “See 
what happens when you raise a hand against the princess!” 

Released from the Lion’s maw, Jellia crumpled to the floor. 
Her face was deathly pale, but her eyes finally met mine, 
her wide eyes serene and unwavering. | felt my knife 
charging with magical energy. | wasn’t sure if it was me 
doing it or the weapon itself—I didn’t care. | couldn’t let her 
suffer for what I’d done. 

| took a step forward, but someone grabbed me by the 
shoulder. 

“No,” a voice whispered in my ear. | sucked in my breath. 
“She knew the risks. She knows what she’s doing. She was 
willing to sacrifice herself for you. Don’t make it for 
nothing.” 

| didn’t turn around. | didn’t need to. | knew that voice. It 
was Nox. 

The Lion loomed over Jellia, one mammoth paw poised to 
open her throat. The Scarecrow stepped forward suddenly, 
putting himself between the Lion and Jellia, his stitched 
mouth crooked into a smooth smile. 

“I want her alive,” he said. “I can devise a more 
appropriate punishment than this barbarism.” 

The Lion roared, not lowering his claws. He glanced over 
at Dorothy. 

She stood looking down at Jellia, her cold expression in 
stark contrast to the atomic glow emanating from her red 
Shoes. The crowd went quiet again, collectively inching 


backward, as if preparing for her wrath. At her feet, the Tin 
Woodman had managed to pull himself onto his knees, still 
smarting from Jellia’s spell. He grasped the hem of 
Dorothy’s dress and tried to thumb away a Spattering of 
Jellia’s blood. Dorothy slapped his hand away. 

“Scarecrow, take her away,” Dorothy said quietly. 

As the Lion and the Scarecrow yanked Jellia to her feet, 
Dorothy swung her gaze over the crowd. Her cheek was 
mottled with pinpricks of Jellia’s blood. 

“Let this be a lesson to all of you,” she said quietly, 
although her voice carried through the throne room. “This is 
where revolution will get you. In Dorothy’s Oz, there is no 
room for the Wicked.” 


THIRTY- 
MINE» 


“Nox?” | whispered urgently, caught up in the rush of the 
crowd leaving the throne room. | wasn’t sure where he was, 
or even who he was. | was certain he’d be wearing someone 
else’s face, like me. | didn’t want to lose him, not now. 

A guy in front of me in a pointed hat with little bells on the 
brim—part of a juggling troupe, | think—looked over his 
shoulder at me. He had blond hair and pale skin and a face | 
didn’t recognize. 

“Not now,” he said. His voice was all Nox. Luckily, 
everyone was chattering so loudly that they couldn’t hear 


us. “Go to your room,” he ordered. “lIl be there as soon as | 
can.” 

Then he pushed his way into the sea of people and was 
gone. 


He must’ve known everything. That I’d jeopardized my 
mission in order to free Maude, and that Jellia was forced to 
sacrifice herself because of me. That’s what he meant when 
he whispered to me, | was sure of it. | was responsible for 
Jellia’s horrible fate, but how could | not have tried freeing 
Maude? It was the right thing to do. At least, it seemed so at 
the time. Now, it seemed like I’d merely traded Maude for 


Jellia. The Scarecrow’s laboratory wouldn’t be empty for 
long. | felt sick to my stomach. 

Back in my room | sat on my bed, too full of nervous 
energy and confusion to even move. | picked Star up and 
held her, trying to calm myself down. It didn’t work. | 
watched the door, waiting for it to open. 

Instead, after what felt like an hour but was probably more 
like fifteen minutes, Nox’s image appeared in the mirror, 
and he stepped right into my room. 

He was still in disguise, still had the yellow hair and round 
face that looked nothing like his own. But it was him. 

“Sorry,” he said. “I hate to intrude.” 

| wanted to wrap my arms around him. | wanted to kiss 
him. | wanted to tell him everything. About how hard the 
last week had been, about how lonely and confused I’d been 
without him. 

“Amy,” he said, practically before he’d even fully 
materialized. “You’ve put us in a terrible position.” 

He looked at me, and then his disguise faded away, and 
the Nox | knew—dark and angular and strong—stood before 
me. His eyes blazed with anger. 

“Jellia is going to die because of your pointless risk. She’s 
been a loyal agent for the Order almost since the beginning, 
and now we've lost her. Because of you.” 

“| didn’t...” | began to defend myself, but | didn’t know 
how to finish the sentence. | turned my face away from his. 
“I had to,” | said. “I couldn’t let the Scarecrow do that to 
that poor monkey. And the Wizard told me...” 

“The Wizard?” Nox asked incredulously. “Why would you 
listen to anything the Wizard told you?” 

“He was trying to give me a message,” | said. “Trying to 
tell me that Maude was important. That the Scarecrow was 
using her to create something. That we had to stop him.” 

Nox stared at me as if | was the stupidest person alive. 
“The Wizard is a manipulator, Amy,” he replied. “It’s what 


he does. It’s how he survives. You can’t believe a word he 
says.” 

“I can’t believe a word any of you say,” | snapped, my 
temper flaring. “Maybe if you'd actually told me Jellia was 
my handler, if I'd known—” 

“You didn’t need to know,” he answered. “It wasn’t part of 
the plan—” 

“What freaking plan?” | practically shouted. Days of 
frustration, of living in the dark, were beginning to boil in my 
blood. “You didn’t tell me what | was supposed to do. You 
didn’t give me anything to go on.” 

Nox shook his head. “When will you learn? Some things 
are bigger than you, Amy.” 

| didn’t want to hear any of that mission-before-all-else 
crap. So | shoved him. Nox stumbled back, surprised. 

“You just left me here,” | yelled, jabbing his chest with my 
finger. “I didn’t know if I’d ever hear from any of you again.” 

Nox caught at my wrists, stopping me before | could shove 
him again. “Do you think | /iked leaving you here? Not being 
able to talk to you or see you, not knowing whether you 
were Okay or not? | did it because | had to, not because | 
wanted to.” 

“I’m just a chess piece for you people to move around,” | 
hissed, tearing away from his grip. 

For a moment, | thought | saw a look of genuine hurt cross 
Nox’s face. But then he drew himself up, his voice going 
cold. 

“And now you've ruined everything,” he said quietly. “We 
had a plan, and Jellia was part of it. Now she’s gone, and 
every second I’m here puts everything we’ve worked for at 
risk.” 

“You want to make me feel worse?” | asked. “Is that it?” 

“| thought | could trust you,” Nox said. “I thought you 
understood what we were trying to accomplish.” 

At that, | had to look away. | was furious at him for putting 
me in this position, but it'd been my decision to free Maude, 


and ultimately that meant what happened to Jellia was on 
me. 

“I’m sorry,” | said. “I didn’t mean for Jellia to get hurt.” 

“Being sorry doesn’t change anything,” Nox said with a 
sigh. “All it does is waste your energy. And you'll need every 
bit of strength for what’s coming.” 

| looked up at him. “Are you going to tell me what that is 
this time? Or are you going to surprise me again?” 

“The ball,” he said, ignoring my commentary. “That’s 
when we strike.” 

Of course. The gala that Dorothy had been planning for 
months was tomorrow night. If only everything could have 
held off for one more day, we wouldn’t be in this situation. 
Jellia wouldn't be in this situation. 

“I'd tell you the rest of the plan, but at this point there 
barely is a plan,” he went on. “Without Jellia, we’re going to 
have to change some things around. Jellia was supposed to 
assign you as Dorothy’s official cocktail waitress—” 

“Cocktail waitress? Seriously?” 

“Dorothy has been known to.. .” Nox hesitated. “Imbibe. 
Quite a bit.” 

“She’s a lush,” | said, almost laughing, thinking about my 
drunken mother sprawled on the couch and how often I’d 
been her private waitress. “I would have been perfect at 
that.” 

“We can’t control the new head maid—whoever it is—so 
we don’t know if you'll be in proximity, if you'll even be 
working the ball.” 

“I'll find a way,” | told him. “Am I going to be on my own 
again?” 

“No,” Nox said. “lIl be there, too, but you might not 
recognize me. And the rest of the Order and its allies will be 
close by. While Dorothy and Glinda are distracted by the 
party, they’re going to be working to set up magical wards 
around the palace, to temporarily disable the use of magic. 


Dorothy won’t be able to use her shoes; Glinda won’t be 
able to use her spells.” 

“What about me?” | asked. “That means | won’t be able to 
use magic either.” 

“You'll be able to use your knife,” Nox said. “But it won’t 
be magic. It will just be a regular knife.” 

“So | wait for the magic to go away... and then?” 

Nox looked at me like he was surprised | was even asking. 
“Then you kill her,” he said. 

| thought about it for a moment. “This is your big plan? 
Stab her at a party?” 

“Yes,” Nox replied. 

“And you couldn’t have told me that from the start?” 

“We needed to be sure about you,” Nox replied. “Jellia was 
Supposed to confirm your readiness, but...” 

| thought of Jellia, bleeding, one arm missing at Dorothy’s 
feet. 

“Oh, I’m ready.” 

“Disabling all this magic isn’t easy,” he continued. “The 
palace is well protected. Just getting an agent /n here is 
harder than you'd think. To place the wards, we'll need 
witches strategically placed all over the grounds. They'll 
only have one chance to act, and they might not be able to 
hold it for long. Without Jellia, it’s going to be much harder. 
You'll have to act fast. But l'Il be here, and wherever you 
are, l'Il be right behind you.” 

| studied Nox, his face stoic, but his words warm. | couldn’t 
figure him out. Was he using me or did he actually care 
about me? Hell, | couldn’t even figure myself out. Did | want 
to kiss him or punch him in the face? 

“Great,” | replied, hoping to be as inscrutable as Nox. 

He looked at me seriously. The anger in his face was gone 
now, replaced by concern. 

“I won’t let anything happen to you, Amy,” he said. 
“Everything we’ve done is for this moment. For you. Don’t 
let us down.” 


And then he stepped through my mirror, disappearing on 
me once again. | didn’t have a chance to ask him how | 
could let them down if everything they’d done was for me. It 
didn’t matter. The end result was the same. | was getting 
out of this strange body and out of this horrible palace. One 
way or another. 

And first, | was going to kill Dorothy. 


FORTY 


Dorothy quickly named Sindra the new head maid. 

Although Sindra tried to be humble about it for the sake of 
Jellia’s memory, she couldn’t hide her excitement. She took 
to the role easily, sliding into her newfound authority as if it 
had been custom-made to fit her. 

She made us draw straws to decide who would clean 
Jellia’s blood from the throne room. 

“I'll do it,” | volunteered, before the process could even 
get under way. The other maids looked grateful, even 
Sindra. 

It was my fault her blood was spilled. The least | could do 
was Clean it up. 

ld been concerned with keeping my head down after 
Jellia’s arrest, but it turned out that | had nothing to worry 
about. In the twenty-four hours before Dorothy’s gala, we 
were all being worked so hard that there was no time for me 
to do anything suspicious. 

Anyway, with the mystery of the missing monkey 
Supposedly solved, no one around the palace seemed to be 
very suspicious anyway. Dorothy was too egotistical to 
realize that Jellia had just been the tip of the iceberg. | didn’t 
let myself think about what could be happening to her down 
in the Scarecrow’s laboratory. She only had to hold out for a 
little while. Once Dorothy was dead, the first thing | planned 
to do was free Jellia. 


So the rest of the maids and | scrubbed and cleaned and 
dusted every possible surface. We reviewed checklists of 
each guest who would be attending and their strange and 
dumb requests. The Governor of Gillikin Country could only 
have purple sheets; the Shaggy Man wanted a pantry 
stocked with nothing but baked beans and a closet filled 
with the finest dirty rags. | didn’t bother asking who the 
Shaggy Man was. 

That night, | fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. 
I'd spent the day working so hard that | hadn’t even had a 
chance to let my mind linger on what was coming. 

In my dream, | scoured the cobblestones of the throne 
room, cleaning up Jellia’s blood. It was exactly how I’d spent 
my afternoon, except when | was finished | didn’t move on 
to preparing the guest bedrooms for the mayor of Gillikin’s 
entourage like | had in real life. Instead, | moved on to the 
hallways and the ballroom, the kitchen and the solarium, 
every room of the palace smeared with blood and in 
desperate need of cleaning. The sounds of my scrubbing 
echoed through the empty palace. Whatever happened 
here, | got the feeling it was my doing. | wasn’t sure if 
Dorothy’s palace being an abandoned, bloody mess was a 
good thing or a bad thing. 

| woke up with a strange feeling in my stomach. It was the 
first-day-of-school feeling, but it was the day before summer 
vacation feeling, too—!I was nervous about what | had to do, 
but excited to know that it was all almost over. 

Tonight. Tonight was do-or-die. Literally. 

Could | do it? | wondered. Could | really kill another person 
—even someone like Dorothy? 

| put my uniform on slowly, catching a glimpse of Astrid’s 
face in the mirror for what might be the last time. When | 
was dressed, | pulled my magic knife from the air and 
turned it over in my hand, admiring it. The shining, 
intricately engraved blade; the hilt that Nox had carved just 
for me. 


| stared at that knife, feeling the blade pulsing with magic 
in my hand, and | realized that not only could | do it, but | 
wanted to do it. Seeing what Dorothy had done to Jellia, the 
callous disregard for her life, and her look across the crowd 
like this could be any of you. Dorothy was a monster. 

| couldn’t help thinking about what Nox had said when he 
had given me the weapon, about why he had chosen the 
Magril on the handle especially for me. He’d told me it 
reminded him of me because of the way it transformed itself 
from something ordinary into something special—into 
something magical and fierce. 

| had already changed, | knew. | was nothing like the girl in 
the trailer park, nothing like the girl who had arrived here in 
Oz. But was the transformation complete? | had a feeling 
that it wasn’t. When | killed Dorothy tonight, | would be 
someone different afterward. But who? 

| didn’t know. | couldn’t picture it. Maybe | didn’t want to. 

That day, as | went about my chores under the careful eye 
of Sindra, | watched in curiosity as the palace began to fill 
up with strange visitors. | saw Cayke the Cookie Cook— 
flanked by bodyguards—her diamond-studded dishpan 
laden with an assortment of baked goods, a gift for Dorothy. 
Polychrome, the Daughter of the Rainbow, floated down the 
hallway and then passed through a wall as if she were a 
ghost, leaving a misty, multicolored trail behind her. There 
was a giant frog in a three-piece suit and a top hat; a small, 
round hairy guy who looked kind of like a really angry troll. 

At first | thought that was the baked-bean-loving Shaggy 
Man, until Sindra muttered something under her breath. 
“Wow,” she said. “The Nome King is getting fat.” 

| wondered how many of these people actually /iked 
Dorothy, and how many of them were here because they 
didn’t have any choice? Which ones were Order operatives? 
When everything went down tonight, would the giant frog 
guy have my back? Would | have to avoid getting clocked by 


a diamond-studded baking sheet? | wished Nox had given 
me some idea who our allies might be. 

Were all of Dorothy’s guests as evil as she was, as 
corrupted as the Scarecrow and the Lion and the Tin 
Woodman? Or were they all just here to keep her happy, 
Knowing that ignoring an official invite from Her Royal 
Highness was basically asking for a palace-mandated 
Attitude Adjustment? 

It didn’t matter, | decided. | already knew my enemy. That 
was enough. 

In the late afternoon, Sindra gathered a handful of us in 
the maids’ mess hall. 

“All right, everyone,” she beamed, clapping her hands 
excitedly. “I’ve selected you lucky ones to be the waitstaff at 
the gala this evening. That means you get the rest of the 
day off to rest, wash up, and get it together! It’s the biggest 
night of your careers so don’t screw it up.” 

It was the /ast night of my maid career, thank goodness. 
As the other maids tittered excitedly on their way back to 
our chambers, | broke off, ducking down a hallway before | 
even realized where | was going. 

The solarium. | needed to do one thing before all this 
happened. Just in case it was the end. 

| passed a half dozen Munchkins in bright-colored formal 
wear on the way, along with a pair of palace guards, but | 
kept my eyes straight ahead like | was seriously intent on 
getting some cleaning done, and no one stopped me. 

The solarium was clear, so | shut the door behind me and 
approached the magic painting. 

“Magic picture,” | said, quiet but firm, “show me my 
mom.” 

It took the painting a moment, like it was having trouble 
tracking my mom down—what else is new?—but after a 
stressful few seconds where | worried she might be dead, 
the painting started to rearrange itself. The seascape 
gradually shifted to a giant room, possibly an auditorium or 


maybe a gym. Fluorescent lighting, folding chairs, and a 
crowd of people, none of whom | recognized. 

This didn’t look like any of my mom’s usual haunts, and at 
first | wondered if the picture had somehow gotten confused 
and tuned into the wrong signal. Until the image panned to 
a table with a coffee urn and bags and bags of Bugles. That 
was when | knew my mom couldn’t be too far away. 

There she was, elbow deep into a bag, but somehow 
managing to look classed up—at least compared to the last 
time | saw her. Her hair was smoothed into a sleek ponytail, 
her makeup tastefully applied. She was smiling as she spoke 
to a woman holding a Styrofoam cup. 

“| just wish Amy could be here to see this.” In her palm, 
She held out a coin with the number six on it. Styrofoam Cup 
gave her a hug and a pat on her back. 

“Six months sober,” she said. “I just wish it hadn’t taken 
losing everything | care about to get it.” 

No matter how tough you think you are, there are certain 
things that just get to you, and they’re usually the little 
things. The ones you don’t expect. 

| wiped a tear from the corner of my eye. It was only one, 
but still. | couldn’t believe that Mom had changed so much. 

It hurt my feelings a little, that she had done it all without 
my help, but it made me proud, too. Proud of her. Suddenly | 
missed her very badly. 

Yet at the same time | didn’t want to go home. | wasn’t 
finished here. Just like my mom had changed, so had |. That 
place where she was—Kansas—didn’t feel like home 
anymore. 

Mom had found purpose without me. And | had surprised 
myself by finding a purpose here. 

| remembered what my mom had said about Madison 
Pendleton, about how bullies always got what was coming to 
them. 

Tonight, | planned to prove her right. 


FORTY- 
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Sindra was inappropriately excited considering just 
yesterday her predecessor’s arm had gotten hacked off. 

“Isn't Dorothy generous?” she asked as we all lined up in 
the back of the ballroom, waiting for the party to begin. 
“These new uniforms are just lovely. And so comfortable, 
too!” 

| smiled and nodded. It was true that the smooth green 
satin of the dress we’d been instructed to wear for the party 
felt good against my skin, but | thought comfortable was a 
little extreme. For one thing, it was too short, and | kept 
having to stop to yank down the skirt to be sure my 
underwear wasn’t showing. 

Since I'd last seen it this morning, the ballroom had been 
lavishly tricked out and transformed to the point where it 
was unrecognizable. A hundred ruby-red disco balls glittered 
against the dark, domed ceiling, but unlike the disco balls | 
knew from back home, these weren’t suspended by 
anything. They floated on their own, pulsing in time to the 
music and dipping and hovering and twirling like shiny 
beating hearts. 

Meanwhile, the wooden parquet I’d spent so many hours 
hunched over and scrubbing was magically gone, replaced 


by a transparent dance floor that looked down onto a 
brilliant, starry night sky, every constellation brighter and 
closer than they’d ever looked from the ground. 

Instead of the usual cloth coverings, the tables were 
veiled in pink, hazy mist that looked like it had been torn 
straight from the clouds during sunset. Sprouting from the 
middle of each table was a centerpiece that | recognized: 
the giant, ever-changing flower from the greenhouse—the 
one with the blossom that transformed right before your 
eyes from a rose to a dahlia to an orchid to a lily and on and 
on in a kaleidoscopic rush that was enough to almost make 
you dizzy. 

“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” Sindra whispered reverently. 
“Glinda did the decorating. She always does such a good 
job.” 

It’s a little tacky, | wanted to say, but the truth was, | 
couldn’t help thinking it was beautiful, too. Knowing what 
was coming—that blood would almost certainly be spilled 
across the stars—made me feel a little sad. 

“Yes,” | told Sindra. “It’s amazing.” 

| could feel the magic coursing all around me and 
wondered how much of Dorothy’s power was dedicated to 
running this place. It must’ve been part of the Order’s plan; 
with all the magic happening here, hopefully no one would 
notice the witches performing their wards outside the 
palace. Not until it was too late. 

The doors swung open and as the guests began to stream 
in, the trays we held magically filled themselves with hors 
d’oeuvres and drinks. The cocktails were garnished with 
what looked like real emeralds and rubies that floated upon 
the surface. 

My heart fluttered. It had begun—no turning back now. 
The only way | was going to get through the night was by 
convincing myself that nothing was out of the ordinary—that 
killing Dorothy was just another thing to check off my list of 
duties for the day. No big deal. 


“Okay, gals,” Sindra announced, facing the rest of us. 
“You’ve seen what happens to screwups, right? Let’s, um, do 
the opposite. Let’s make this ball one they’ll be talking 
about for years to come!” 

Oh, that won’t be a problem, | thought to myself. 

The maids dispersed, each of us making our way around 
the room and presenting the partygoers with their choice of 
food and drink. | served a group of Flutterbudgets who took 
forever to decide what to drink, each of them reassuring the 
next that they were making the right decision, then 
throwing their selections back like they needed to loosen up 
more than anything. Next was the stern-looking royal family 
of Winkie Country, all dressed in sparkling pressed-tin suits 
that would’ve made the Tin Woodman envious. They barely 
looked at me when | passed. 

As soon as our trays were empty, they filled themselves 
up again. No one talked to us or paid much attention to us 
at all. All we had to do was look pretty and not trip. 

The whole place thumped with music and all the guests 
were laughing and chattering. They gathered around Scraps, 
the Patchwork Girl, and began to cheer as she pranced and 
pirouetted in an acrobatic routine that was somewhere 
between break-dancing, voguing, and gymnastics. 

When she cartwheeled into a perfect split, a roar went up 
from the crowd. Scraps stood and bowed for her audience, 
and then the music shifted to something slower and 
moodier. All of the disco balls that had been whirling around 
began drifting toward the highest point in the domed 
ceiling. There, they merged together and began to pulse in 
time with the music like a huge ruby heart. 

The heart began to descend slowly. The chatter of the 
room went silent, and everyone stood still watching it. | 
scanned the crowd, trying to pick out all the important 
players. Surprisingly, most of them seemed to be missing: | 
didn’t see the Wizard, or Ozma, or Glinda, or Dorothy. The 


Scarecrow, the Lion, and the Tin Woodman were missing, 
too. 

For now at least, it was just the B-list. 

When the glass heart reached the floor, it exploded in a 
shower of red glitter. Something landed on my arm and | 
realized the flashing dots of red light thrown by the disco 
balls had magically solidified into rose petals. | brushed 
them off, trying to see through the haze of glitter, confetti, 
petals, and pink-hued smoke. 

She really knew how to make an entrance, l'Il give her 
that. There, in the center of the room where the glass heart 
had been just a moment ago, stood Dorothy. Her entourage 
appeared, too, fanning out behind her—the Scarecrow, the 
Tin Woodman, the Lion, and Glinda—but they dispersed 
quickly into the party. 

Dorothy looked radiant and majestic, every inch a 
princess. Her lips were glossed but not with PermaSmile— 
her smile easy and relaxed, and somehow giving off 
physical warmth if you looked directly at it. Her nails were 
bedazzled with actual rubies; her hair was pulled up into a 
spiraling tower of curls, streaks of gold running through it, 
leading to an ornate emerald hair comb at the pinnacle—the 
road of yellow brick and the Emerald City, | realized. 

She wore a long, formfitting, beaded gown that flared out 
at the bottom and was corseted so severely that | wondered 
how she could breathe. Her breasts weren’t the only thing 
Dorothy was trying to show off: the fishtail was slit up the 
side, revealing her most important assets. 

Her shoes, of course. 

The crowd went wild at Dorothy’s entrance. Their cheers 
and whoops resounded thunderously through the huge 
room. Dorothy batted her eyelashes and flicked her wrist, all 
fake-humble like Aw, shucks. 

One of the servers scurried over to her and, without 
looking, she grabbed a cocktail, her lips pouting into a 
dainty sip. A long sip. Finally, the drink half finished, Dorothy 


blotted the corner of her lips with a napkin and raised her 
hand to silence her adoring subjects, as if everyone weren’t 
already watching her. 

“Thank you,” she said, her voice all sugary sweet. “I’m so 
happy you could all make it here tonight to help me 
celebrate this wonderful occasion.” 

A Munchkin in a bright-orange tuxedo standing in front of 
me turned to his companion, a squat, monkish man wearing 
a patterned kimono and a tentacle-like braid, and 
whispered, “What is the occasion anyway?” 

“She just wanted to have a party,” the other replied. 

I'd assumed this was some Oz holiday | didn’t know about. 
But all this work had just been for a whim. 

Meanwhile, Dorothy draped a hand across her forehead. 

“AS many of you know, the last week has been a difficult 
one for me. One of my closest confidantes was revealed to 
be a wicked, nasty traitor, and as you can imagine, | was 
quite devastated. But I’m overjoyed to say that it’s all been 
sorted out, and things are better than ever. Now, before we 
get back to our dancing, I'd like to introduce a very special 
guest who I’m so thrilled to have here.” 

The ballroom grew silent and we heard a rustling from the 
back of the room. A low murmur rippled through the crowd 
as it parted to make way for the new arrival. Who could 
Dorothy be talking about? 

Then | saw her, lurching forward in jerky, awkward 
movements and barely balancing a serving tray full of 
drinks. Her face was bruised and swollen and her green 
maid’s uniform was splattered with blood. Where her eyes 
should have been there were instead just two empty, 
blackened sockets. Her mouth was hanging open as if it had 
been frozen in mid-scream. 

“Unfortunately there was a bit of a mishap during her 
interrogation,” Dorothy said, “but luckily the Scarecrow was 
clever enough to reanimate her corpse so that she could be 


here tonight. Deceased or not, | wouldn’t want my favorite 
servant to miss the most fabulous party Oz has ever seen.” 

It was Jellia. 

The Munchkin in front of me dropped his glass. It didn’t 
Shatter but was instead swallowed into the night sky 
beneath our feet. | assumed, around the room, other glasses 
were slipping soundlessly from other shocked hands. 

| barely managed to steady my serving tray. 

No one seemed to know what to do as Jellia limped 
forward—everyone’s face seemed to bear the same look of 
horrified confusion. Even Sindra had stopped dead in her 
tracks to stare, tears reflecting in her eyes. 

“Well, have a drink!” Dorothy urged us all. “Go on. It 
would disappoint me so much if you didn’t.” Her voice was 
cheery, but there was something in her eyes, something 
tantamount to a dare. 

The giant frog in the three-piece suit looked hesitantly at 
Jellia, then back at Dorothy, and finally plucked a glass of 
pink champagne from the tray. 

“Here’s to loyalty,” Dorothy said. Slowly turning in a circle 
so she could see everyone in the room, she raised an empty 
glass as if to toast. Everyone followed suit, raising their 
glasses, too. 

“To loyalty!” they cried out. This time, it didn’t sound so 
enthusiastic, but Dorothy didn’t seem to care. 

Suddenly the lights went out. For the briefest moment it 
was pitch-black. A flapping noise came from overhead, like 
bats soaring from a cave, and then the room lit back up, 
now bathed in a dim, warm glow. Several winged monkeys 
swooped slowly above us, each one with a sparkling 
chandelier harnessed to its midsection by a dangling chain. 

“Now let’s get this party started!” Dorothy howled. She let 
out a jubilant whoop, and dance music began to blast. 
Dorothy began to shimmy and shake, and soon the rest of 
the room was dancing, too. 


Jellia continued her march around the room, tottering back 
and forth, stiff-legged, her empty eye sockets collecting 
stray pieces of glitter. Everyone she passed reluctantly 
helped themselves to a drink. It became a secondary sort of 
dance, watching guests anxiously shift around the room to 
keep clear of Jellia’s path. 

| tasted blood. I’d bitten down hard on the inside of my 
cheek to keep myself from screaming out loud. | couldn’t 
believe l’d ever hesitated at the idea of killing Dorothy. 
Watching Jellia stagger around the room, a mockery of life, it 
took everything in me not to rush Dorothy right then. 

“Ah, Astrid, long time no see.” 

The Scarecrow stood next to me, his scratchy hand 
coming to rest lightly on the small of my back. I’d been so 
distracted giving Dorothy murder-eyes, | hadn’t noticed him 
approach. He plucked a flute of champagne from my tray, 
but didn’t drink it. | wondered if it would soak right through 
him. 

“Aren’t these little gatherings just dreadful?” he asked me 
idly, his button eyes tracking a pair of fast-dancing 
Munchkins. “A tremendous waste of resources.” 

| didn’t think | could look him in the face, knowing what 
he’d done to Maude and now Jellia, and not give everything 
away with my uncensored anger and disgust. | looked down 
at my feet and hoped it came off as demure. 

“I think it’s lovely,” | replied through gritted teeth. 

“Yes, well, you would,” he sniffed. “I'll be ready to resume 
our nightly meetings soon, dear. | look forward to them.” 

| suppressed a shudder. 

“I have to go,” | said, and before he could reply, | 
shouldered my tray and started circulating through the 
party. 

| noticed Glinda seated alone at one of the back tables. 
She wore a puffy, frilly gown, her red hair pulled into a tight 
bun and topped with a tall, cylindrical crown. Sindra 
approached her with a tray of drinks and the so-called good 


witch waved her off, not interested. Glinda never took her 
eyes off Dorothy, her expression mired in boredom, looking 
like one of those parents that begrudgingly attends a school 
play and then texts the entire way through it. 

Meanwhile, Dorothy danced, hopping and shimmying and 
twirling. Some of the bolder guests—a fine-featured Winkie 
dignitary, a dashing-looking pirate with a wooden leg— 
attempted to dance with her, but she warded them off with 
wild glares, never breaking her motion. She was like a 
tornado, clearing her own space on the dance floor. It was 
manic and, in a way | didn’t care to think about, sort of sad. 

But then the Lion slunk through my field of vision—licking 
his chops and eyeing me, because apparently patrolling the 
outskirts and creeping people out was his preferred party 
activity—and | realized I’d been standing still for too long. | 
wished more than anything that Gert had managed to kill 
him that night in the woods. 

| made another circuit of the room and ended up near 
where the Tin Woodman leaned. He’d stretched a tuxedo 
over his metallic frame, though it bulged at odd angles and 
didn’t quite fit him. He wore a red corsage on the lapel, 
which had already begun to droop. 

He looked miserable, staring at Dorothy with a 
combination of longing and self-pity. He turned something 
shiny over in his hands nervously and | inched a little closer 
to get a better look. It was a tin rose, delicately crafted, and 
shined to perfection. The way the Tin Woodman’s fingers 
worried at it, clenching and twisting the fragile stem, | 
figured it would break at any moment. 

As | watched, he seemed to come to some huge internal 
decision. He nodded and thrust his hands up and down, like 
he was giving a speech to himself, psyching himself up. 
Then, still clutching his rose, he marched across the dance 
floor toward Dorothy. 

Someone plucked a tumbler of whiskey off my drink tray. | 
moved to keep circulating, but a hand grasped my elbow. 


“It won’t be long now.” 

Nox. His hair had changed back to its original color and 
was slicked back. He was wearing a sharply tailored suit 
with skinny-legged pants. Otherwise, he was entirely 
himself, like he wasn’t afraid to be spotted. 

“This should be good,” he said to me. 

Together, we watched as the Tin Woodman stood before 
Dorothy, presenting himself with a stiff bow. Dorothy 
stopped doing the twist to stare at him. He offered her the 
tin flower and, after a brief moment of consideration, 
Dorothy took it. Then, after barely looking at it, she placed it 
on a servant’s passing drink tray. 

“Ouch,” | said. Next to me, Nox smirked. 

Dorothy spun away from the Tin Woodman, returning to 
her feverish dancing. For a second, it looked like he would 
just skulk away. But then he reached out, attempting to pull 
Dorothy into an awkward embrace or maybe initiate a 
tango. He was so uncoordinated, it was hard to tell. 

What he ended up doing was slicing the strap on 
Dorothy’s dress. 

“You lummox!” she shrieked, loud enough that the entire 
party stopped. “You rusty, empty-headed beast!” 

This was an opportunity. 

“Hold this,” | said, my heart pounding, and shoved my 
drink tray at Nox. He took it, confused, and | pushed my way 
through the crush of gawking Munchkins, Nomes, talking 
animals, and other assorted Oz weirdos. | knew what | was 
doing was risky, but another opening as perfect as this one 
might not come along. | put myself right at Dorothy’s side 
as she berated the Tin Woodman. Sindra was two steps 
behind me, her eyes narrowing into a glare as | spoke 
directly to Dorothy. 

“Princess,” | said, keeping my voice as servile as possible. 
“Isn't it time for a wardrobe change?” 

Dorothy held up the front of her dress with one hand, the 
other jabbing a ruby-studded finger at the Tin Woodman, 


her glare like a death ray leveled on him. Slowly, with an 
almost physical effort on her part, she turned that gaze to 
me and forced a smile. 

“Yes, Astrid,” Dorothy said. “Wonderful idea.” 

So, she did know my name. The fact that it came out in 
the heat of anger made me realize that when she’d called 
me random A names in her chamber she had just been 
screwing with me. 

Dorothy reached out and grasped my shoulder, 
effortlessly casting a travel spell. The swirling lights and 
thumping music of the party melted away, replaced by the 
relative serenity of the deserted hallway outside her 
quarters. 

“Huh,” Dorothy said to herself, looking down at her hands. 
“Must’ve had too much to drink.” 

She'd tried to teleport us directly into her chambers, | 
realized, but had failed. The witches’ spell was working— 
they had cut off the palace’s magic supply, just when | 
needed it. The magic must be leaking out of her. | felt it, too, 
a strange ebbing sensation; it was like lying in the sun, only 
to have a huge cloud pass slowly by overhead. 

Dorothy flung open the door to her rooms and strode 
inside, already pulling her dress off. “Hurry up,” she 
Snapped over her shoulder. “I won’t have buffoonery steal 
any more of this night.” 

| followed her, pulling my knife out. 

| felt that same stretching and contorting I’d experienced 
when I was back in the Order’s caves. | was Amy again now, 
| knew. | hadn’t thought about the fact that the magical 
barriers the witches had cast would break my disguise. It 
didn’t matter—there was no time to worry about that now. 

And anyway, good. | wanted to be Amy when | did this. | 
wanted Dorothy to know. 

She was still a few paces ahead of me, crossing toward 
her sprawling closet. | closed the distance. 


“Something with sequins,” Dorothy said. “Fancy, 
sequined, short—that’s what | want, Astrid. Find it. The 
lower cut, the better.” 

“That’s what you want to be buried in?” 

Dorothy froze, turning slowly to face me. 

“Excuse me?” she said, the words out just as she saw me 
—Amy, not Astrid—eyes widening, noticing my knife. 

“This is for Jellia,” | told her, and slashed my knife in a 
wide arc across her throat. 


FORTY- 
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Before | could connect, a black ball of snarling fur flew 
through the air, aiming straight for me. 

Toto sunk his teeth into my wrist. | yelped in pain, 
unthinkingly loosening my grip on my knife, and watched in 
horror as it went clattering to the ground as if in slow 
motion. 

Dorothy had stumbled backward when | first slashed at 
her, tangling her feet in the dress she’d just taken off and 
falling to the floor. Now she screamed, pulling the dress up, 
quickly covering herself. 

“Get her, Toto! Kill her!” 

| shoved Toto off me—he was little and his tiny bite had 
barely broken the skin—and scrambled for my knife. Stupid. 
| should’ve just stabbed her in the back, but I’d wanted to 
twist the knife figuratively, too. 

Dorothy jabbed a finger at me, her eyes blazing with fury, 
probably trying to blast me with the same lightning bolt 
spell she’d slung at Jellia. But that fury changed to confusion 
and then fear as the spell sparked, sputtered, and died. 

| grabbed my knife from the pink carpet but before | could 
charge Dorothy, Toto latched on to my arm again. He got my 
free forearm this time, so without really thinking about it, | 


stabbed at him with my knife. He let go just in time, yelping 
and barking, dancing around at my ankles. Fresh pinpricks 
of blood welled up on my arm, but | ignored them. 

“Don’t hurt my dog, you bitch!” 

| glanced at Dorothy just in time to see the airborne plush, 
pink ottoman that she’d flung at my head. | ducked out of 
the way but lost my balance in the process, stumbling 
against the nearby vanity. 

This was going great. 

Dorothy, wearing the dress the Tin Woodman had ripped, 
now all wrinkled and not pulled on quite right, booked for 
the door. 

Shit. 

“Guards!” Dorothy screamed as she fled her room. Toto 
yipped once more at me, then went racing after Dorothy. | 
chased them, knowing | couldn’t let Dorothy make it back to 
the party where she could rally her guards. I’d blown my 
perfect shot—l’d let Nox down, and the Order, and most 
importantly, Jellia. 

As | sprinted into the hall, | heard alarms squealing from 
all around the palace. The screams of partygoers echoed all 
the way up here. 

The halls were dim—the torches giving off less light than 
usual, as if even the flames here were augmented with 
magic. At first | didn’t see Dorothy, but then | spotted the 
unmistakable dazzle of her shoes as she turned a corner. 

| was faster than her. I’d been trained by the Order of the 
Wicked, and she was lazy, drunk, and used to relying on her 
magic to protect her. 

Dorothy glanced over her shoulder and saw me gaining. 
Instead of heading for the ballroom, maybe knowing | 
would’ve caught her before she got there, she suddenly 
veered left, through a barred door normally forbidden to the 
maid staff, and up a narrow Spiral staircase. 

| took the steps two at a time. The spirals of the staircase 
were so tight that | lost sight of her, but | could hear her 


shoes clicking, her breath heavy and panicked. | pressed on, 
getting dizzy. How high was this tower? Where was Dorothy 
leading me? 

Then | felt a breeze on my cheek. | was outside. For a 
second, the lights from the city below us blinded me and 
then | could see again. We were on a jacaranda-covered 
terrace and Dorothy was standing with her back pressed up 
against the edge of the balcony. Her psycho little dog was 
trembling in her arms. Not so brave anymore. 

| had her trapped. There was nowhere for her to go. 

Her shoes weren’t going to help her. 

| took a step forward. 

With Dorothy helpless in front of me, basically just waiting 
to die, | hesitated. It was different this way—having time to 
think about it, not trying to kill her in the heat of the 
moment. | needed to be cold-blooded, to remember 
everything that she’d done, to remember that the girl 
standing in front of me was a monster. 

And yet, | found my gaze pulled across the glittering 
panorama of the Emerald City, the place I’d read about in 
books my whole life. | was higher up than I’d ever thought it 
was even possible to go. | wondered what my mom would 
think if she could see me now, at the top of the tallest tower 
in the palace of a magical fairyland a million miles from the 
Dusty Acres trailer park. 

About to stab the former heroine of the story. 

For some reason, Dorothy didn’t look afraid of me 
anymore. She just smiled sweetly at me, her eyes wide and 
glittering. 

“Amy, right?” she asked calmly. “The one that got away.” 

| didn’t reply. | knew she was buying time, a classic 
desperation maneuver. | inched closer. 

“I suppose l'Il never know what happened to the real 
Astrid,” Dorothy said, sighing. “My sweet little maid.” 

“Like you care,” | replied, not able to help myself. 


Dorothy smiled sadly and half turned to gaze out over the 
Skyline. 

“It’s pretty, isn’t it?” she said. “I come up here when | 
want to think. Sometimes it’s almost like | can see clear on 
back to Kansas. You know?” 

There was a resigned, nostalgic tone in her voice. 

This time, | didn’t let her bait me. | wondered if this 
sudden change in her personality was all a big act, or if 
maybe, somehow cutting off the flow of magic from her 
shoes was bringing Dorothy back to her senses. 

| took another step forward. 

She didn’t flinch. “I think my aunt Em would have liked 
you,” she said, still smiling, talking casually like | was an old 
friend. “She’d think you’re awful pretty. She’d want me to 
give you a second chance. She’d say, ‘Dorothy, there’s no 
such thing as a bad apple.’ She’d know you're no killer. That 
they tricked you. She’d say, ‘You know, Dorothy, maybe you 
and that Amy have more in common than you realize.’” 

| wasn’t stupid—I knew | couldn’t listen to her. But—what 
if she was right? What if we were alike? Dorothy hadn’t been 
like this when she'd first gotten here. It wasn’t until she 
killed the witches that she started to change. 

If | killed her, did that bring me one step closer to 
becoming her? 

No. | wasn’t like her. | was stronger—strong enough to 
absorb all those years at Dusty Acres, all those years of 
being a nothing, of being a punching bag, and never letting 
them transform me into anything close to the cruel and 
twisted monster Dorothy had become. Killing Dorothy was 
the only thing that would make Oz great again. It would 
avenge everyone she had hurt. It was what I was here for. | 
didn’t take it lightly—l knew I'd have to live with her blood 
on my hands for the rest of my life—but | wouldn’t let it 
corrupt me. 

They made us strong in Kansas. | could carry this. 


So | raised my blade. As | did, Dorothy’s unassuming, 
folksy smile widened, spreading into a twisted grin, her red 
lips grotesquely stretched with hate. 

“Too late,” she said, just as | heard a dull, clanking noise 
behind me. | spun around to see him burst through the door, 
his boutonniere long gone, his tuxedo ripped to shreds. 

The Tin Woodman. 

He moved quicker than a man his size had any right to, 
his ax a silvery arc as it sliced through the air. | ducked just 
in time to save my head from being chopped clean off, then 
dove to the side. The Tin Woodman put himself between me 
and Dorothy. 

“My hero,” | heard her say, and the Tin Woodman, so 
recently rejected, puffed out his chest. He sized me up, 
swinging his ax back and forth, and | saw in his eyes a 
homicidal devotion. 

Could | win this fight? One-on-one with the Tin Woodman, 
with only my unenchanted knife? 

He charged, swinging his ax overhead like he was 
chopping firewood. | danced aside, his blade drawing sparks 
from the stone rooftop. As he hefted his ax, | shot forward 
and stabbed for his eye, but he brought his hand up 
defensively and my dagger glanced off his gauntlet. 

“Why do you fight for her?” | asked him, leaping backward 
from another brutal ax swing. “She doesn’t give a shit about 
you!” 

“Shut up,” the Tin Woodman replied, all business. 

| wasn’t quick enough on that last swing and had a 
Shallow slash across my abdomen to show for it. | 
backpedaled, trying to put more distance between us. 

Then | heard footsteps thundering from the spiral 
staircase. Palace guards or Tin Soldiers or both. Dorothy’s 
entire army. It sounded like a// of them. All coming for me. 

| caught my breath. There was no way | could take them 
all on like this: without magic, with just an ordinary dagger, 


and a psychotic, ax-wielding metal man already bearing 
down on me. 

The Tin Woodman swung again. This time, | moved toward 
the blade. At the last moment, | dipped into a somersault 
and slid underneath him, between his legs. 

A few strands of hair—the pink that I’d missed so badly 
when I looked in the mirror—floated down around me. He’d 
almost scalped me. 

But he’d also made a mistake. Behind him now, | had a 
clear path to Dorothy. 

This time | didn’t hesitate. There was only one way to 
accomplish my mission. 

“Kill her!” Dorothy screamed, so loudly | thought my 
eardrums would shatter. “Kill the bitch!” 

“There must be some mistake,” | said as | rushed toward 
her, my shoulder lowered. “ You’re the bitch. I’m the witch.” 

| barreled right into Dorothy, hugging her, our foreheads 
knocking together as we stumbled backward. She realized 
what was happening too late, slapping at my face when she 
Should’ve been planting her feet. | shoved forward in a 
tackle, heard Dorothy cry out as her back struck the 
parapet, and then together we flipped over the edge. 

We were suddenly weightless, tangled together, the 
blinking lights of the Emerald City stretched out beneath us. 
| heard the Tin Woodman bellow miserably and, just as we 
began to fall, | caught the briefest glimpse of Nox as he 
appeared on the balcony, a sword in his hand. 

“Amy!” he shouted after me, his voice cracking in 
desperation. 

It wasn’t Dorothy’s guards sprinting up the spiral 
staircase. It was the Order. 

Too late. They couldn’t help me now. 


FORTY 
THREE 


It’s funny how much time you have to think when you're 
plunging to your certain death from the top of a tower. You’d 
think it would be over in an instant, but it’s actually just the 
opposite. It’s like everything slows down. 

At least, that’s how it felt for me. | still had Dorothy in my 
grip, and she was clicking her heels together wildly as we 
fell. | knew it was a lost cause. Their magic was gone. 

Unfortunately, so was mine. 

Locked together in a crazy death spiral, my eyes met hers, 
and for a second—just for a second—it was like | understood 
her. It was like | forgot that she was her and that | was me. 
We were both from the same place, and we had both ended 
up here. We were both going to die together. 

| think she felt it, too. 

And then something happened. | felt something warm and 
tingly running through her body. | felt a burning sensation in 
my legs, coming from the vicinity of Dorothy’s shoes. Her 
eyes lit up. 

| wasn’t sure whether it was because the spell the witches 
cast had been broken or because we had passed beyond its 
bounds, but Dorothy’s magic was back. She was more alive 
than ever. 


She knocked her heels together and was gone in a burst 
of swirling pink smoke. 

And | was hurtling toward the ground. 

But if Dorothy’s magic worked now, that meant mine 
might, too. | could try to travel, but the way | was flipping 
and twisting, | was too disoriented—I would have just sent 
myself crashing headfirst into the ground even faster than | 
already was. 

| closed my eyes, trying to concentrate. | knew that flight 
spells were some of the most complicated and difficult 
magic that there was, but if | could just come up with 
something to at least slow myself down, maybe I'd have a 
chance of survival. | tried to focus on everything Gert had 
taught me. 

| pictured the energy running through my body, twisting 
and reshaping itself until it was pulling me upward, back 
into the sky. 

And then | was floating. 

Seriously. It had worked. | hadn’t expected it to do 
anything and now I was actually flying. 

My eyes sprung open. 

That’s when | realized | hadn’t done it at all. Four furry 
hands had hooked themselves around me, a pair under each 
of my armpits. 

Monkeys. The kind with wings. They were soaring up into 
the sky, and they were taking me with them. The buildings 
beneath us began to shrink. The lights receded. 

“Amy,” a familiar voice chirped. “We’ve come to save 
you.” 

It was Ollie. He was flying again. 

“Ollie!” | exclaimed, still too confused from the last few 
minutes of insanity to form any coherent thought. “How .. .” 

| craned my neck over my shoulder. It was Ollie all right— 
with one big difference. He’d been given wings. 

“You can do a lot with magic,” he said mischievously. “The 
problem is getting ahold of it.” 


Then | saw that his wings weren’t your ordinary feathery 
white monkey wings. They appeared to be made from old 
newspaper and coat hangers, held together with little bits of 
tape. 

“They could be more fashionable, but | was in a rush,” the 
other monkey said. It was a girl’s voice, smooth and 
soothing in contrast to Ollie’s excitable chirp. Familiar, even 
though the last time I’d heard her speak, she’d been hoarse 
and half delirious. “Anyway, they do the trick, aS you can 
see.” 

| craned my neck to look at Maude, a huge smile 
spreading across my face despite my confusion. 

“Maude!” | shouted through the rushing air. “You’re okay!” 

“Thanks to you,” she replied. “Figured | owed you a Save.” 

“How did you find me? Where are we going?” 

“Oh,” Ollie replied. “It wasn’t hard. The talisman | gave 
you when you rescued Maude—it doesn’t just lead you to 
us. We can also use it to keep tabs on you.” 

“Looks like we came just in the nick of time,” Maude said 
drily. 

| let out a deep breath. We were sailing above the Emerald 
City, toward the western gates. The air was cool and 
refreshing against my face and the moon loomed huge 
above us. We were zipping along, the landscape sliding by. | 
hadn't realized monkeys could fly this fast. 

Under different circumstances, it would have been fun. 
But once I’d had a chance to catch my breath, | was able to 
review the events of the evening. Also known as the 
complete disaster that had been entirely my fault. 

The plan had gone into effect. The witches had done their 
part, but I’d botched mine in every possible way. I’d let 
Dorothy get away not once but twice tonight, and I’d come 
this close to getting myself killed in the process. 

“Take me back to her,” I said, having no doubt the 
monkeys would know who | meant. “I can’t leave the job 
unfinished.” 


“Um, no,” Maude said. “We didn’t save you just so you 
could rush off and commit suicide.” 

“Yeah,” Ollie added, “we’ve got a better plan.” 

| turned my head as much as | could, watching the palace 
disappear on the horizon. I'd failed. Dorothy was still 
breathing, which meant someone was still suffering. 

“What is this plan?” | asked, resigning myself to the 
monkeys’ clutches. 

“We're off to see the Wizard,” Ollie replied. 


FORTY- 
FOUR 


A few minutes later, Ollie, Maude, and I landed in a field just 
outside the city walls. A few paces off, a ramshackle 
building—maybe an old guard tower, the only structure in 
sight—looked like it might collapse in on itself at any 
moment. 

The Wizard was waiting for us. 

And so was Pete. They were standing in the field, side by 
side, the moon glowing on their faces. The Wizard tipped his 
hat at me as | stumbled out of Ollie’s arms and onto the 
grass. Pete gave me an awkward little half wave. 

There was a part of me that was so relieved to see him 
that | wanted to throw myself into his arms. But a bigger 
part of me was exhausted, wary, and above all confused. | 
reached down to gingerly press the cut on my stomach, but 
it wasn’t so bad. Just a flesh wound. 

“Amy,” the Wizard said, all businesslike. “We have a lot to 
talk about and not much time.” 

“Hold up,” | said. “How do you know... ?” 

“I’ve been following your adventures closely since your 
arrival in Oz,” the Wizard replied before | could even get the 
question out. “As best as I’ve been able to, at least. It’s not 
every day that someone from the Other Place arrives here. 


When it happens, it has a way of shaking things up. For 
better or for worse. Of course | take an interest. I’m from 
there, too, you'll remember.” 

| looked at Pete. “And you? Have you been spying on me 
for the Wizard all this time?” 

“Amy ...,” he said. But, as usual, he didn’t answer. The 
silence hung in the air. 

“I assure you that everything will be answered in time,” 
the Wizard said. “You’ve escaped for now, but Glinda is 
surely looking for you at this very moment. You may need to 
fight again before the night is through.” 

“Good,” | replied, ignoring the ache from my abdomen and 
actually feeling a rush of energy. “I’m ready now. Send me 
back to Dorothy and let’s finish this.” 

The Wizard shook his head emphatically. “The 
consequences of that would be disastrous,” he said. 
“Dorothy cannot be killed yet. Not even by you.” 

| stared at him, remembering what Nox had said about 
him being a manipulator. Dorothy had seemed pretty scared 
when I was about to stab her, and even more so when I’d 
tackled her off the roof—not at all like some magical 
immortal. 

“Okay, sure,” | replied. “I’d still like to try it.” 

The Wizard guffawed, a twinkle in his eye. “I love the 
enthusiasm, but you still don’t understand how Oz works. | 
wouldn’t have expected the Order to teach you everything, 
but . . . surely they know that you’re out of your league 
against Dorothy.” 

| folded my arms across my chest. 

“Out of my league? They told me I was the only one who 
could kill her.” 

“That may be true,” he said. “And, it may not. It’s just a 
theory, and, after all, Mombi and her friends have been 
wrong before. But let’s just say the witches’ theory is 
correct. Just for the sake of argument. Do you suppose that 


Dorothy doesn’t know about it? Do you suppose she hasn’t 
gone to great lengths to protect herself?” 

“Of course she has,” | said. “That’s why I had to spend all 
this time pretending to be a maid—so that | could get to her 
when she was weak.” 

“Her Highness has wrapped herself in intricate layers of 
protection, it’s true. And with the Order’s help, you've 
already managed to breach many of those walls. But the 
princess is not the only player in this game. She may not 
even be the most important player. There are things 
protecting Dorothy that she herself doesn’t even know 
about. Just as you don’t.” 

“She doesn’t know about them. | don’t know about them. 
The Order doesn’t know about them. And you do?” 

“Oh, Amy. I’ve learned a bit of magic, here and there, 
since | returned to Oz, but let’s face it—l’ll always be a bit of 
a humbug when it comes to that sort of thing. My real 
wizardry has nothing to do with spells at all. It has to do with 
knowledge. | knew about you the moment you arrived here, 
didn’t I? Even the most unbreakable of spells are meant to 
be broken. You just need to know a thing or two. It’s the 
knowing things part that just so happens to be my 


specialty.” 
This was getting very annoying. “Look. You obviously want 
to tell me something,” | said, checking my imaginary 


wristwatch. “So just stop screwing around and let’s hear it.” 
| looked around nervously, knowing Glinda could come 
magicking around the corner at any second. 

The Wizard sighed theatrically and rolled his head back 
and forth like he was really struggling to make up his mind. 

“Killing Dorothy can only be done by a certain kind of 
person, and some people think that person is you. But what 
the Order seems to have missed is that it can only be done 
a certain way. Certain... tools are necessary. Certain items 
to which the princess has a special connection. You may 


have ascertained that several of Dorothy’s Joyal companions 
are not quite what they used to be. Am I correct?” 

“How should | know what anything used to be?” | asked. 
“I’m new here, in case you didn’t notice.” 

“Well, | hear there’s a book,” he said with a wry laugh. 
“Haven’t you read it? I’m talking, of course, about the 
Scarecrow. The Tin Woodman. The Lion. Why do you 
Suppose they’re so different from the heroes you expected 
to meet?” 

“Because of Dorothy,” | said. “She changed them 
somehow.” 

“That would be the obvious answer. Maybe even the right 
one. But is anything ever that obvious? Haven’t you learned 
by now that the rea/ story is not always the whole story? 
Dorothy’s friends didn’t just change because they were her 
friends. They changed because of the things that they value 
most. Or . . . the things they value most have been 
changed.” 

“The Scarecrow’s brains,” | said, thinking out loud. 

The Wizard twirled an index finger in the air. 

“The Tin Man’s heart...” 

“I think she’s getting it,” he said. 

“And the Lion’s courage,” | finished. 

“Retrieve them and you'll be three steps closer to 
accomplishing your mission.” 

| shook my head. It didn’t quite add up. 

“You’re the one who gave them those things. And you 
didn’t even know magic. You were just messing with them. 
Giving them what they were asking for, whether it worked or 
not.” 

“Very true,” he said. “Funny how even they never seemed 
to figure that out. You must admit, though, that my gifts did 
have a certain effect. Would you disagree?” 

“How can I when | don’t know what you’re talking about? 
The only thing | know for sure is that | don’t trust you. At 
all.” 


“As well you shouldn't,” the Wizard said. “You shouldn’t 
trust anyone. Yes, | could be lying to you. On the other hand, 
where’s the risk in ripping out the Tin Woodman’s heart? 
Just to see what happens. If you don’t, he’ll probably kill you 
anyway.” 

He had a point. 

“Why don’t you do it yourself?” | asked. 

“Oh,” he said, waving the idea away, “I could never 
stomach violence. And anyway, you’re the one from Kansas. 

The grass around us rustled, blown by a gentle wind. | 
glanced at Pete and found him staring up into the night sky. 
Suddenly he flinched, and put one hand on the Wizard’s 
shoulder. 

“She sees us,” he said. “She knows where we are.” 

The Wizard nodded, as if he understood Pete’s typically 
cryptic words. “We have to move. There’s still a battle at the 
palace, but it won’t last long. If she—” 

“She who?” | interrupted, more than tired of being in the 
dark. 

“Glinda,” the Wizard said. “Gazing at us through the damn 
painting | should’ve destroyed years ago—” 

The night flashed suddenly white, the air around us 
forcefully displaced and filling with the smell of motor oil. 
Startled, Maude and Ollie took to the air. | shielded my eyes 
from the bright light as the Tin Woodman materialized in 
front of me, still shimmering with a pale pink glow from the 
spell that had sent him here. Glinda. It had to be. | was 
beginning to see by now that she liked to rely on other 
people to do her dirty work for her. Instead of facing me on 
her own, she had sent someone else to deal with me. 

His ax was raised, as if he’d just been plucked from the 
middle of a fight and transplanted here. He looked around, 
his eyes still adjusting to the darkness. He lowered the ax a 
fraction, but then spotted the Wizard. “You!” he snarled. 


“Hello, old friend,” the Wizard replied sadly. “I’m sorry to 
see that Glinda’s using you as her little errand boy. It’s really 
not very dignified, is it?” 

“You,” the Tin Woodman cried in outrage. I’d never heard 
so much raw emotion in his hollow, metallic voice before. “I 
Should have known you were part of this.” 

He rounded on me next, that all-too-familiar ax poised to 
Strike. 

“And you. What have you done with my princess? Where is 
she? If you’ve harmed even a hair on her head...” 

“Whoa,” | replied. Had Dorothy gone missing after she’d 
teleported away from me? “I don’t have her.” 

Obviously, the Tin Woodman didn’t believe me. He pulled 
his ax from his shoulder and took a lumbering swing at me, 
but | moved backward easily, feeling stronger and more 
confident than | had all night, and pulled my knife out. | felt 
my magic coursing through my body, charging the knife 
with energy. 

The Tin Woodman was alone without his soldiers, without 
Dorothy and her magic. And he looked weakened: his metal 
body was battered; several of the frightening instruments 
that had once tipped his fingers had been snapped off. He 
had a huge dent in the side of his face, stretching from his 
cheek to his forehead. 

The Order had only charged me with killing Dorothy— 
there’d been no discussion of the Tin Woodman or any of 
her other cohorts. But they were all just as evil, weren’t 
they? | hadn’t been able to kill Dorothy, but if | was able to 
do away with the Tin Woodman, that would at least weaken 
her ability to torture some innocent people, right? 

| could do this. 

“Kill him, Amy,” the Wizard urged me. A wounded, 
betrayed look scrunched the Tin Woodman’s features at the 
Wizard’s words. “I’ve told you what you need to do.” 

| glanced over at the Wizard and saw him weaving his 
hands through the air—but not to help me. Instead, he was 


building what looked like a glowing green force field around 
himself and Pete. Thanks, guys. Very chivalrous. 

The Tin Woodman, though, was focused only on me. He 
put his head down and charged, his ax extended in front of 
him. As he plowed forward, the ax transformed into a long, 
gleaming sword that almost seemed to be an extension of 
his body. 

| was ready for him. Just before he reached me, | blinked 
myself behind him and he kept going, his momentum 
carrying him forward. He stumbled for a moment, almost 
falling, but then he recovered, pivoted, and—in one swift 
motion—hurled his sword straight for me. As it flew through 
the air, it transformed again: this time into a flurry of knives. 

With a few lightning-fast flicks of my wrist, | was able to 
deflect most of them, but | felt one graze my cheek. Another 
plunged into my thigh. 

Without slowing down, | pulled it out, feeling the warm 
blood seep down my leg, and tossed it aside. With that and 
the wound across my abdomen, | was steadily turning into a 
real mess. My whole body was shooting with a throbbing 
pain, but | didn’t care. 

| didn’t feel weaker, | felt changed. Like | really had 
become something else—a warrior like Jellia had been when 
she’d confronted Dorothy—someone capable of taking the 
worst these assholes had to offer and then dishing it right 
back to them. 

The Tin Woodman was unarmed now. From his posture, it 
didn’t look like he had much fight left in him. 

| launched myself into the air and leaned into a spinning 
kick that connected with his midsection. The Tin Woodman 
toppled into the grass and | leapt on top of him. 

“His heart, Amy!” the Wizard hissed. “That’s the only 
way!” 

| lifted my knife into the air, letting it fill with heat until the 
blade glowed white-hot. The magic was rich in this place—l 
felt supercharged, more powerful than | ever had before, 


Oz’s natural, mercurial energy flowing like water from the 
grass and the air and the earth and into my body. Into my 
knife. 

The pain from my injuries was still there, but it was easy 
to ignore. 

“Please!” the Tin Woodman wheezed. He was powerless 
now—his weapons gone, his arms pinned to his sides. His 
metal face looked frightened and pathetic. “Please,” he 
repeated. “I know what I’ve done. | know I’ve betrayed the 
people of Oz. | only did it for her.” 

A single tear rolled down his cheek. 

| remembered what the Wizard said earlier. Dorothy’s loyal 
companions are not quite what they used to be. Whether or 
not the rest of what he was telling me was a lie, that part 
was pretty obvious, and now, it seemed oddly relevant. The 
Tin Woodman’s love had been twisted and perverted. It had 
turned into something ugly and evil. 

That doesn’t just happen. Something had done it to him. 
I'd assumed it was Dorothy. 

But what if it was his heart itself? 

Well, maybe it was and maybe it wasn’t. It didn’t matter 
whose fault it was. It didn’t matter about the why of it all. 
Life isn’t fair. And | wasn’t doing this for myself. | was doing 
it for Indigo, and for Maude, and for Jellia, and for everyone 
else who had suffered because of Dorothy. People like 
Dorothy couldn’t be allowed to run things. They didn’t 
deserve a place like Oz. 

My knife crackled with blue energy as | plunged it down. It 
sank into the Tin Woodman like a needle puncturing a 
balloon. 

As | did it, his face collapsed in agony. He started to cry in 
earnest—sobbing really, his body heaving in pain. He began 
to look strangely human. 

“Please,” he managed to spit out. “Please take pity on 
me.” 


It was too late. | sliced diagonally across his chest and 
then drew the knife out only to plunge it right back in, 
drawing an X along his left side with the blade. It made a 
satisfying hissing noise, and met with almost no resistance. 
It was as simple as popping the top on a can of soda. In the 
end, he was only made of tin. 

His jaw continued to open and close, but he wasn’t 
speaking anymore. 

| reached into the hole I’d just made and found his heart. 
It was soft and velvety but a little slimy, too. | yanked it, and 
there was a Snapping sound as it came free of the threads 
of artificial muscle that had held it in place. 

The Tin Woodman stopped moving entirely. His eyes were 
wide and bulging, his face frozen in place, now a record of 
his fear and pain. It reminded me of the statues in the 
sculpture garden in the palace. 

| held the heart in front of me. | had done it. It was 
glowing and glittering, pulsing in my palm. 

“Give it here, little dear,” a voice said. “Don’t you worry. 
Everything will be all right as long as you hand it over.” 

| spun my head around in surprise and saw Glinda 
standing right behind me in her frilly pink gown. The only 
thing that suggested everything was less than perfect was 
the smeared crimson around her mouth—it could’ve been 
messily applied lipstick, but it looked an awful lot like blood. 

| jumped to my feet, still clutching the heart, and prepared 
to fight again. But before | could attack, a bolt of green 
lightning snapped through the air and hit Glinda right in the 
stomach. As she lurched backward, she pulled a wand 
tipped with a glowing star from her bodice. 


“Amy!” the Wizard shouted. “I'll hold off Glinda. Take 
Ozma! Ollie and Maude will take you to the rest of the 
monkeys.” 


| whirled around. Ozma? 
And then | saw. The green bubble that the Wizard had 
built around Pete to protect him was dissolving, and as it 


did, his body began to dissolve, too. Where the mysterious 
gardener who was my friend had been just a moment ago, 
Oz’s One True Princess now stood. She blinked. 

“Amy,” she said. “Amy Amy Amy Amy.” 

Just like I’d been hiding behind Astrid’s face, Ozma had 
been hiding behind Pete’s. 

“Duck!” the Wizard screamed, and | reflexively followed 
his instructions just as a neon-pink beam of magical energy 
crackled above my head. 

“How... ,” | started to say, staring at Ozma, but then the 
Wizard sent another one of his bolts shooting for Glinda just 
as Ollie swooped down from out of the sky and scooped me 
into his arms, carrying me up and away. | looked over my 
Shoulder and saw Maude, carrying Ozma, right behind us. 
On the ground, the Wizard was locked in battle with Glinda. 

In the distance, the Emerald Palace was burning, alight 
with flames. 

| wondered if Nox was still in there. | wondered where 
Mombi and Glamora were. 

But what | really wanted to know as we soared into the 
clouds, the jeweled city burning below us and the Tin 
Woodman ’s evil heart still pulsing in my hand, was where 
Dorothy was. | didn’t know what was going on or where | 
was going, but | knew one thing: this wasn’t over. Even if | 
had failed tonight, at least | was one step closer. No matter 
how long it took—no matter who | had to destroy first— 
Dorothy was going to die. 
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The Emerald City was burning. 

As | zoomed away from the smoking chaos and into the 
moonlit night, carried in the furry, twig-like arms of a 
monkey, the skyline crackled over my shoulder in a fury of 
glitter and flames. It looked like a little kid’s birthday party 
gone horribly wrong, the formerly majestic towers and 
Skyscrapers collapsing in on themselves in confetti-bursts of 
jewel and glass. It could have been beautiful, except for the 
dense, black mushroom cloud of smoke that hovered 
ominously over the skyline. 

| was a long-ass way from Kansas. 

My feelings about that might surprise you. Unlike some 
people, | had never been particularly eager to go back 
there. When it comes to clichés, there’s one that I’m 
starting to believe might actually be worth repeating. You 
can’t go home again. 

Exhibit A: Dorothy. She tried to go home twice, and see 
how that turned out? 

Exhibit B: the Wizard. He couldn’t even manage to make it 
home once. (Okay, maybe that had something to do with 
the fact that he was traveling in a janky old hot air balloon, 
but still.) 

Then there’s me, Amy Gumm, trailer trash nobody from 
Flat Hill, Kansas. While | liked to think of myself as about as 
different as you could get from people like them, it was hard 
to ignore that we had certain things in common. 

For one thing, we had all been carried here from the real 
world by some unknown force, and while | don’t think 
anyone had yet figured out what that force was, | had my 


own theories about why we were the ones who had been 
chosen. 

It’s just a theory, remember. Nothing proven, or even 
close. But | sometimes wondered if the thing that linked me, 
Dorothy, and the Wizard was the fact that, back where we’d 
come from, none of us had ever fit in. Whether we knew it 
or not. Maybe all three of us had been born in a place we 
didn’t belong to, and had been waiting to be found by a 
home that we could really call our own. 

Look, | can’t speak for anyone except myself. | don’t even 
know the first thing about the Wizard, and only a little more 
about Dorothy. So maybe I’m wrong. It’s just something I’ve 
thought about. But here’s the thing: once you’ve traveled to 
the dark side of the rainbow, you've reached the end of the 
line. If you can’t make Oz home, you're pretty much out of 
luck. 

As far as homes went, Oz wasn’t exactly the most 
hospitable, but at least | could call it mine. And now it was 
burning. 

My rescuer was Ollie, the monkey I’d once saved from 
Dorothy’s clutches. Flying at our side, his sister Maude was 
carrying my unlikely companion: Ozma, Oz’s mystery 
princess with mush for brains, whose many secrets were 
only now starting to become clear to me. 

Even as we sped into the clouds, the ground blurring 
below us, | was puzzling out the details of how we were 
flying at all. You’ve heard of winged monkeys, right? Well, 
Maude and Ollie were not exactly those—or at least they 
weren't supposed to be. Not anymore. Although they’d been 
born with wings, they had both had them removed. 

Ollie had cut his own wings off, to free himself from 
Dorothy’s enslavement. As for Maude—I still shuddered 
when | thought about how she had lost hers. | hadn’t just 
seen it happen. | had been the one to do it, sawing them 
from her back myself using only a small dagger. 


Now this was a new Oz, not the pleasant, magical 
kingdom you've heard about. That was a long time ago; 
long before I’d shown up. 

In Dorothy’s Oz, you did what you had to do. You made 
hard choices. You traded flight for freedom, if you had to, 
even if it meant losing a part of yourself. Sometimes, in 
Dorothy’s Oz, you had to get your hands a little bloodied. 
Okay, maybe a lot bloodied. 

But even in Dorothy’s Oz, there was still magic, which 
meant that what was removed could sometimes be replaced 
when you had the right spell, which was how the monkeys 
were now flying with paper wings that were buzzing like 
dragonflies’, vibrating so fast they were just a blur. 

The wings didn’t look like much. They were just two pairs 
of glued-together newsprint and scraps that barely looked 
like they should be able to support the weight of Ollie and 
Maude themselves, much less a sixteen-year-old girl like 
me. But here we were, a thousand feet above the ground 
and going higher by the second. That was magic for you. 

Yes | know it all sounds completely insane. To me, these 
days, it was just life. It’s funny how quickly you adjust to 
insanity. 

And if you think all that’s insane, try this on for size: in the 
past several hours, | had tried (and failed) to assassinate 
Dorothy Gale, the Crown Royal Bitch of the Magical Land of 
Oz. I’d cut the Tin Woodman open and ripped out his heart 
with my bare hands. It was still beating with a mechanical 
ticktock in the bag | had strapped across the bodice of my 
torn, bloody servant’s costume, where lI’d stuffed it for 
safekeeping. 

| had done all that. | was still getting used to it. But there 
was one thing | knew for sure that | hadn’t done. | hadn’t set 
the city on fire. 

But someone sure had, and now, as | watched the flaming 
city disappear behind me, | thought | knew who. | suddenly 
understood that everything I’d been doing back in the 


palace had made me only a small piece in a much more 
complicated machine. While | hid in the palace, the Emerald 
City had been under attack by the Revolutionary Order of 
the Wicked, the secret cell of terrorist witches for whom | 
had become a trained operative. While | had been 
infiltrating the palace ball, disguised as a servant as | tried 
to kill Dorothy, they had been laying the city to waste. 

| could only trust that they had their reasons. In a world 
turned upside down like this, where sweet little Dorothy 
Gale was evil, Glinda the Good was eviler, and most 
everyone else was either scheming or scrambling to stay 
out of the way, there were crazier things you could do than 
putting your trust in people who called themselves wicked. 

Not that | really did trust the Order entirely. But trust was 
almost beside the point. | was one of them, whether | liked it 
or not. And while | trusted some of them more than others, | 
had left a// of them back there. 

Mombi. Glamora. 

The people who had saved me, who had taught me to 
fight; to be strong. 

Nox. The person who had forced me to become who | was 
now. 

They were still back there in the flames, and | was flying 
away. It was impossible not to feel like | had failed them. I'd 
had one job to do, and I|’d messed it up completely. 

“We can’t leave,” | said to Ollie for the fifth time since 
we'd left the ground, my voice hoarse and tired, my legs 
sore from where he was clutching me tight. | was gripping 
his fur even tighter. (I’m not afraid of a lot, but I’ve never 
liked heights. At least it was better going up than down.) 
“We have to go back to the city.” 

| had to say it, even knowing it was no use—that there 
was no turning around. 

“I told you,” Ollie said in the same weary tone of resigned 
finality he’d had the first four times. 

“I can’t just let them die,” | pleaded. “They’re my friends.” 


Once upon a time—how long ago had it even been?—Ollie 
had owed me his life. But there were lots of once upon a 
times in this place, and he and | were even now. | think. 

“You can’t die,” Ollie said firmly. “And that’s what will 
happen if we go back there. You'll die. They’ll die. Oz will 
die. This is the only way.” 

“Your friends know how to protect themselves,” Maude 
said. “They'll find us in the North where it’s safer.” 

“North, south, east, and west,” Ozma burbled uselessly in 
a tuneless warble. “No such thing as backward.” 

| sighed, ignoring her. | knew that Ollie and Maude were 
right. But my last glimpse of Nox back in the city kept 
flashing through my mind: his dark, always-messy hair, his 
broad shoulders and skinny, sinewy arms. The determined 
tilt of his jaw, and that look of almost arrogant pride. The 
anger that was always coiled deep in his chest finally ready 
to burst out and strike down everything that stood in his 
way, all of it to save Oz, the home that he loved. 

No, not just that. To save me, too. 

| had learned so much from him. He’d taught me who | 
was. Now | might not ever see him again, and there was 
nothing | could do about it. 

“Where are we going?” | asked flatly. Now the burning city 
was just a tiny orange dot in the vast blackness below us, 
and then it was gone as if it had never existed. 

“To the North,” Ollie grunted. “To the Queendom of the 
Wingless Ones. Now don’t you think you should try to get 
some rest?” 

| didn’t really blame him for not wanting to talk. It had 
been a long and confusing night. But | had so many 
questions that | barely knew where to start. 

Among the biggest of all of those questions was Ozma. 
She looked perfectly comfortable, cradled in Maude’s arms 
where she was singing a little song to herself, the only one 
who didn’t seem bothered by anything that had happened 
tonight. As a gust of cool air hit us and carried us sailing 


higher into the sky, her hair whipped around her face and 
she gave a squeal of delight, like this was just a ride on the 
Tilt-A-Whirl at the county fair. Her green eyes were so bright 
that it almost seemed like they were lighting our way. 

Ozma whooped, wriggling happily as Maude struggled to 
keep hold of her. 

“Hold still, Your Highness,” Maude grumbled. “I can’t go 
dropping the daughter of Lurline, can 1? Queen Lulu would 
never let me hear the end of it.” 

Ozma frowned at the name. “/’m the queen,” she said 
with an edge of annoyance. 

My eyes widened a little in surprise when she said it. 
Technically it was true—she was the queen. Technically. But 
Ozma had never quite been all there, and this was one of 
the first times I’d heard her say anything that actually 
sounded half-lucid. | studied her face, looking for signs of 
intelligent life, searching for any trace that remained of the 
kind, majestic ruler that I’d heard she’d been before Dorothy 
Gale of Kansas had worked her magic and wiped her brain. 

As she blinked back at me, | only saw more puzzles. Who 
was she? 

Was she the dim-witted queen who I'd seen back in the 
palace, wandering the halls like someone’s senile great- 
aunt? Was she the powerful descendant of fairies who had 
Supposedly once been the best ruler Oz had ever had? 

Or was she really Pete, the emerald-eyed stranger who 
had been the first person to greet me when I'd crash-landed 
in Oz; the kind-faced gardener who had risked himself to 
keep me company when I'd been a captive in Dorothy’s 
dungeon; the mystery boy who, at the wave of the Wizard’s 
hand, had transformed before my eyes into the dizzy, 
birdbrained princess babbling at my side? 

Pete had been all of those people, somehow, and I’d just 
discovered that he and Ozma were one and the same. What 
did it all mean? 


“Pete?” | asked. | had to believe that he was still in there 
somewhere. But Ozma simply looked at me sadly. 

“Come on,” | said. “If you can hear me, Pete, talk to me.” 

Ozma furrowed her brow at the name, and for a second | 
thought | saw a glimmer of recognition flickering behind her 
eyes. Was that him in there trying to get out? “Pete,” | said 
again. “It’s me. Amy Gumm. Remember?” 

“I| once knew a girl named Amy,” Ozma said, her eyes 
glazing over again. With that, her jaw slackened back into 
an expression of placid boredom. She blinked twice and 
covered her perfect red mouth with a delicate hand, 
laughing at a private joke. 

“There’s magic all around!” she said. “Oh my. The fairies 
know! I’m a fairy, too!” 

| rolled my eyes and gave up, holding on for dear life as 
we flew higher and higher into the sky. When we passed 
through a thick cover of damp cotton-ball clouds, the black 
Sky opened up like it was a stage and the curtain had just 
been raised. 

The stars revealed themselves. 

| already knew that the stars were different in Oz from the 
stars I'd known on earth, but from this vantage they were 
really different. They took my breath away. 

For one thing, they weren’t a million miles away in space. 
They were right here and they were everywhere around us, 
close enough to reach out and touch. They were flat and 
five-pointed, none of them bigger than a dime; they 
reminded me of the glow-in-the-dark stickers I’d taped to 
the ceiling of my bedroom when | was just a little kid, before 
my dad had left and before my mom and I had moved to the 
trailer park. Almost, but not quite: these stars were brighter 
and sparklier and cold to the touch. Rather than being fixed 
in the sky, they were moving in a pattern that | couldn’t get 
a handle on—they were configuring and reconfiguring 
themselves into brand-new constellations right before my 
eyes. 


“They never get old,” Maude said, sensing my awe. “As 
many times as you see them like this, they’re always a 
Surprise. This is probably the last time l'Il see them,” she 
said sadly. 

When | glanced into Ollie’s eyes, | saw that they were 
wide and filling with tears. 

| looked at his paper wings, and wondered again how he 
had come to wear them. | know it sounds strange, but he 
had always been proud of being Wingless, proud that he’d 
been able to sacrifice the thing he loved most about himself 
in order to keep his freedom. 

| decided to broach the subject as gently as | could. “Are 
you ever going to explain where exactly you got those?” | 
asked him. 

“I told you,” he said tersely. “The Wizard gave them to us. 
They’re only temporary. But they were necessary.” 

“But why?” | asked. “And—” 

Ollie cut me off. “I promised | would protect you. | needed 
the wings to get the job done. And they’ll be gone soon 
enough.” 

“But the Wizard...” 

Ollie squeezed my arm. “Later,” he muttered. “For now, 
no talking. It’s good to fly again. It feels like being a kid. Just 
let me enjoy the stars.” 

| don’t know if it was the mention of her name or what, 
but suddenly | felt a wriggling in my pocket and 
remembered what—who—|! was still carrying: Star, my pet 
rat. Star had come here with me all the way from Kansas, 
and somehow, she’d stuck by me through everything. There 
were times—like when I’d been trapped in Dorothy’s horrible 
dungeon far below the Emerald Palace—when | was pretty 
sure | would have gone crazy without her to keep me 
company. 

| pulled her out and placed her on my shoulder, feeling 
her sharp little claws sinking through the fabric of my dress 
and digging into my skin. 


Back in Kansas, I’d hated Star, who technically, had 
started out as my mom’s rat, not mine. I’ve always heard 
that rats are supposed to secretly be really smart, but if 
that’s true, Star must have been playing hooky in rat school. 
Back home, she’d always been mean and stupid, interested 
in nothing except running on her squeaky wheel and biting 
my hand when | tried to feed her. 

Being in Oz had changed her, though. In Oz, it was like 
she had grown a soul. She had become something like a 
friend—my oldest friend in the world, these days, and we 
were in this together. | sometimes wondered what she 
thought of everything that had happened to us. 

| wish | could have talked to her about all of it. | mean, 
animals talk in Oz, right? But not her. Maybe she was just 
the strong, silent type. 

Star snuggled up in the crook of my neck, and we coasted 
along silently into the night, the stars brushing against my 
cheeks like little snowflakes. The clouds stretched out in 
every direction like an infinite ocean. | dipped my fingers in 
and let them skim the surface, scooping up little cottony 
pieces just to watch them melt into nothing in my hand. 

Up here, things were peaceful. We couldn’t see the 
burning city anymore. It was just us and the stars. | could 
almost imagine that Oz was still the place I’d read about in 
storybooks, the magical, happy land of Munchkins and 
talking animals, where witches were wicked but could be 
killed with nothing more than a little old-fashioned Kansas 
elbow grease and a bucket of mop water. 

| was still imagining the Oz that could have been—the Oz | 
should have found—when | felt Star’s little body slacken 
against my neck. She was asleep. 

That did it. You might think it would be hard to relax in a 
situation like this—and believe me, it was—but between the 
twinkling stars and the wind on my face, the swooping up 
and down as Ollie sailed into one current after another, and 


the comforting, steady feeling of my rat nestled in my 
shoulder, soon | was asleep, too. | didn’t dream. 


When my eyes fluttered back open, the sun was a red 
wedge on the horizon. Morning was dawning, and all of Oz 
was spread out below us like an old crazy quilt. I'd never 
been in an airplane before, but somehow | had a feeling that 
this was better. We were flying low enough now to make out 
the details of the landscape—the purple swatches of 
farmland bordered by toy-sized villages; the winding, 
glittering rivers and the hazy, jagged mountains to the 
north. 

In the distance was a dark, forbidding forest that 
stretched as far as | could see. | had a feeling that was 
where we were headed. 

But as | watched the scenery below us, | noticed that 
something was happening down there. Something was 
changing. All across the grassy plain, | could see little 
pinpricks of color appearing and then spreading. When | 
looked more closely, | realized they were flowers, 
blossoming by the second. A few minutes later, the grassy 
plain wasn’t grassy at all—it was an enormous, ever- 
changing expanse of blossoms popping up in every color | 
could imagine. Some were big enough that | could count the 
petals from all the way up here. 

The forest ahead of us was changing, too. At first, | 
thought that it was just because it was getting closer, but 
no. AS we approached, it became easier to make out the 
fact that the trees were actually getting taller, twisting up 
into the sky, gnarling into each other, the branches wrapped 
in thorny, snakelike vines. 

The trees had faces. 

The wind howled, and | shivered before | realized that it 
wasn’t the wind at all. It was the trees. They were 
screaming. 


“The Fighting Trees,” Maude said in surprise, noticing 
them at the same time that I did. “It can’t be...” 

“What’s going on?” | asked, looking up at Ollie. 

“Dorothy hated the Fighting Trees. Exterminating them 
was one of the first things she did when she rose to power,” 
Ollie said. “If they’ve returned...” 

“But how?” Maude asked him sharply. 

Ollie just shrugged and raised his eyebrows at me. “Did 
your friends do this?” he asked. | didn’t know. All | knew was 
that the world was rewriting itself before my eyes. Like a 
story being torn through with a red pen. 

Whose story was it, | wondered? 

Suddenly someone else spoke: “The magic is returning,” 
Ozma said, like she was explaining the simplest thing in the 
world. | did a double take. Had she really just spoken in a 
full, totally intelligible sentence? Ollie and Maude were both 
staring at her like she’d grown a third eye. 

But before she could say anything else—before we could 
ask her any questions about what she’d said—Ollie 
screamed. 

“Rocs!” 

| looked up and saw what he was talking about: two dark, 
giant birds were speeding straight for us, beating huge 
black wings and shrieking in an earsplitting chorus. 

So much for the cheery little birds that Oz was supposed 
to be home to. 

“Amy!” Maude barked. “Can you...” 

| was already on it, mumbling a spell under my breath, 
trying to gather up a fireball in my hands as Maude and Ollie 
wove and zigzagged to avoid our attackers. 

It was no use. The birds were on top of us before | could 
Summon more than the tiniest flame. They screeched madly 
and circled over our heads, their big black wings blocking 
out the sun, and then they dove for us. 

All | saw was their fearsome, strangely human faces as 
they slashed their long, razor-like beaks into Maude’s and 


Ollie’s wings, ripping them from their backs with the ease of 
someone tearing open a bag of potato chips. Then, as 
quickly as they’d appeared, the birds were speeding off into 
the distance, their work done. The air was filled with 
shredded bits of paper that had held us aloft, scattering on 
the breeze. 

For a moment we all hung in the air like Wile E. Coyote in 
a Road Runner cartoon. Then we were falling. 

The ground was getting closer by the second. Ozma 
whooped with joy. This was the second time in less than 
twenty-four hours that I’d found myself plummeting toward 
certain death, and | was getting kind of sick of it. 

But | didn’t scream. Instead, | felt strangely calm in a way 
that | can’t really describe. It was like everything outside of 
me was happening in slow motion while my brain kept on 
moving at normal speed. 

Once upon a time a girl named Amy Gumm had come to 
Oz on a tornado. She had fought hard; she had been loyal 
and fierce. She had done things she’d never in a million 
years imagined that she would. 

She had learned magic; she had been a spy. She had lied, 
and stolen, and been thrown in the dungeon. She had killed, 
and she had not regretted it. 

She had been both good and wicked and everything in 
between. She had been both at once, too, until it was hard 
for her to even tell the difference anymore. 

That was my story. Well, | figured as | tumbled from the 
sky toward certain death, at least the ending will be killer. 


TWO 


Full disclosure: I’m sort of a witch. 

Fuller disclosure: I’m a pretty crappy witch. 

Not like crappy as in wicked, although, hey, maybe I’m 
that, too. Who knows? 

But really what | mean by crappy is, like—you know—not 
very good at it. Like, if there were a Witch Mall, Glamora 
would work at Witch Neiman Marcus, Mombi would work at 
Witch Talbot’s and | would work at the Witch Dollar Store, 
where people would only come to buy witch paper towels, 
six rolls for ninety-nine cents. 

| just never really got the hang of the whole spell-casting 
thing. For a while | thought it was because I’m from Kansas 
—not a place known for its enchantedness—but lately I’ve 
started thinking | just don’t have a talent for magic, just like 
| don’t have a talent for wiggling my ears or tying cherry 
stems in knots with my tongue. 

Sure, | can do a few spells here and there. For instance, | 
can summon a tracking orb with not too much trouble. I’ve 
managed to teleport without accidentally materializing 
inside a wall or leaving any body parts behind. | have a 
magic knife that | can call on at any time. | can finally throw 
a decent fireball. (It took forever to learn, but fire spells are 
now my specialty.) And I’ve actually gotten pretty good at 
casting a misdirection charm that makes people ignore me 
as long as | tiptoe and don’t draw too much attention to 
myself. 

It’s not as good as being invisible, but, hey, it’s saved my 
ass on more than a couple of occasions. That’s sort of how it 
goes: my magic is strictly the in-case-of-emergency kind. In 


nonemergencies, | prefer to do things the normal way. Call 
me old-fashioned. It’s just easier. 

But falling out of the sky from five thousand feet probably 
qualifies as an emergency, right? If Maude, Ollie, Ozma, and 
| were going to land without becoming pancakes served Oz 
Style, it was going to take some serious witchcraft. 

So as we plunged through the air, | just closed my eyes, 
tuned everything out, and concentrated, trying my best to 
ignore the fact that | probably had about fifteen seconds to 
get the job done. | couldn’t think about that. 

Instead, | focused on the energy that was all around me. | 
tuned into its frequency and gathered it all up, channeling it 
through my body as the wind whipped fiercely past me. 

Once, |I’'d seen Mombi do a spell where she reversed 
gravity, turning the whole world upside down and sending 
herself, along with her passengers, all shooting up into the 
Sky. Like falling, but in the wrong direction. Or the right 
direction, depending on how you looked at it. 

| wasn’t so sure I'd be able to pull off that trick, but | 
hoped that even my bargain basement version of Mombi’s 
designer magic would be good enough that my friends and | 
just might be able to walk away from this. Or at least crawl 
away. Or whatever. 

And maybe because it was do-or-die or maybe it was 
something else, but for one of the first times ever, it came 
easily to me. | reached out with my mind and twisted the 
magic into something new; something that could help. 

The first rule of magic is that it gets bored easily—it 
always wants to be something different from what it is. So | 
imagined it as an energy re-forming itself into a parachute 
flying at our backs. | imagined it catching its sail in the wind, 
imagined it opening up and carrying us. It was like drawing 
a picture with my mind, or like molding a sculpture out of 
soft, slippery clay. 

When | opened my eyes again, we were still falling, but 
our descent was slowing by the second. Soon we were 


floating like feathers, gliding easily toward the earth. 

It had worked. 

| can’t say | wasn’t surprised. 

“Someone's been practicing her tricks,” Ollie said. There 
was a hint of suspicion in his voice, but mostly it was just 
relief. 

“| guess | just got lucky,” | said. It was kind of a lie. It 
hadn’t felt like luck at all. It hadn’t felt like | had known what 
| was doing either. Somehow | had just done it. But how? 

| tried to put my doubt aside. This wasn’t the time for me 
to be questioning myself. It had been a gentler landing than 
I'd been planning on, but | felt as exhilarated and exhausted 
from the feat I’d just accomplished as if l’d run a marathon. 

| picked myself up, dusted off, and tried to collect myself. 
My body was aching, sore from the trip, and my mind raced 
as | sifted through everything that had just happened, 
knowing that | had to stay alert. | had a feeling that the rocs 
hadn’t attacked us by coincidence, which meant that, for 
now, we were still in danger. 

And yet it was hard to be too worried when | saw where 
we had touched down: | was looking out over a sea of 
flowers, stretching far into the distance. 

When | say a Sea of flowers, | really mean that it was like 
an ocean, and not just because | couldn’t see the limit to it. | 
mean, that was one thing, sure. More importantly, though, 
was the fact that it was moving. 

The blossoms were undulating like waves, building 
themselves up and rolling toward us, petals spraying 
everywhere as they crashed at our feet, petering out into a 
normal, grassy meadow. If this was an ocean, we were 
standing right at the shore. 

“I’ve heard of the Sea of Blossoms, 
heard of it but...” 

Her voice trailed off as we all gazed out in something like 
amazement. 


” 


Maude said. “I’ve 


The Sea of Blossoms. It was beautiful. Not just beautiful: it 
was enchanted. Of everything | had seen since | had come 
to Oz, this felt the most like the magic that was supposed to 
be everywhere here. After our near escape from the flying 
monsters, | knew | should be on edge, but there was 
something so joyful about the way the flowers were rippling 
in the breeze that | felt my heart filling with hope. 

But then | turned around and saw what was behind us, 
and | remembered something Nox had once told me: that 
even in the best of circumstances, every bit of brightness in 
Oz was balanced out by something dark. 

Here was that darkness, right on cue: at our backs, the 
way was blocked by a thick, black jungle, with trees taller 
than I’d ever seen before, clustered together so closely that 
it was hard to see a way through. My body gave an 
involuntary shiver. 

At least they didn’t have faces. Still, there was something 
dangerous about it. Something that said keep out. 

“Is this where the monkeys live?” | asked, hoping the 
answer was no. 

Ollie gave a rueful little laugh. “Not quite. The Queendom 
of the Wingless Ones is deep in the forest, high up in the 
trees. Flying would have been faster, but we still can make 
it there by nightfall, if we move quickly.” 

“And if the Fighting Trees decide to let us pass,” Maude 
said darkly. “In the past, they have been friends to the 
monkeys, but nothing is certain these days. Things are 
changing quickly in Oz. The Sea of Blossoms was supposed 
to have dried up years ago. Ozma said the magic was 
returning. As foolish as she is, she is still deeply attuned to 
this land. | wonder if something your wicked friends did last 
night has awakened some of the magic Dorothy and Glinda 
have been stealing from it for all this time.” 

“It seems so,” Ollie mused. “And what about the rocs? 
They haven’t been spotted in these parts as long as | can 


remember. | had almost begun to wonder if they were just a 
legend.” 

“Do you think someone could have sent them for us?” | 
wondered aloud. 

“Perhaps,” Maude said thoughtfully. “But who?” 

Ozma, who had been kneeling on the ground nearby, 
plucked a purple lily and tucked it into her hair. She turned 
to us and spoke. 

“He did it,” she said, gathering up a bunch of the flowers 
and pressing them to her face, inhaling the perfumed scent. 

“Who?” | said, still not able to tell if this was just her usual 
babble or if she somehow knew what she was talking about. 
| studied her closely. 

Ozma greeted my question with a blank stare and tossed 
the flowers to the ground. Instead of scattering, their stems 
burrowed right back into the dirt and then they were 
standing upright again—as if they’d never been picked in 
the first place. 

“It’s coming,” she said. “He’s coming, too. Run and hide!” 

Before | could question her further, there was a rustling in 
the trees and the soft, heavy thump of footsteps. A moment 
later, a hulking shadow emerged from the forest, and | knew 
instantly who Ozma had been sensing. 

The Lion. 

The air went out of everything. The chirping of the birds 
stopped; the Sea of Blossoms was suddenly still and calm. 
Or maybe calm was the wrong word. It looked more like it 
was afraid to move. 

Even the sky seemed to know he was here. Just a second 
ago it had been bright and sunny, but in a flash the sun 
seemed to dim, casting us in gray and gloomy shadows. 

The Lion padded toward us. Where his feet met the earth, 
the flowers withered instantly into black and shriveled 
husks. Next to me, | felt Ollie and Maude freeze up with fear. 

The Lion circled for a moment and then looked down at 
me, baring a grotesque mouthful of fangs in what was 


probably meant to be a smile. “Well, if it isn’t little Miss Amy 
Gumm, Princess Ozma, and their two furry friends,” he said. 
Maude and Ollie shrank back in terror. Ozma stood up and 
regarded the scene passively. The Lion glanced to my 
shoulder where Star was still perched, and he raised an 
eyebrow. “Make that three furry friends,” he corrected 
himself. 

My hand twitched as | instinctively summoned the magical 
knife that Nox had given me. The solid handle materialized 
in my hand and | took a step forward, feeling its heat 
burning against my palm. 

“You,” | spat. 

If the Lion was bothered by the threat in my voice, he 
didn’t show it. 

“I thought surely the fall would kill you, but | have to 
admit I’m glad it didn’t,” he said, sinking back on his 
haunches and surveying us. “This way | get to enjoy you 
myself. It’s been such a long time since | had a nice, square 
meal. And after that terrible brouhaha back in the Emerald 
City, I’m sure that Dorothy will forgive me if | don’t take you 
back alive.” 

“Good luck with that, dude,” | said. “I’m not as much of a 
pushover as you might think. I killed your pal the Tin 
Woodman last night, you know.” 

A look of surprise registered on the Lion’s face, but it was 
gone as quickly as it had appeared. “The Tin Woodman is a 
lover, not a fighter,” he said. 

“Was,” | corrected him. “Before | ripped his heart out.” 

The Lion narrowed his eyes and looked me up and down. 
He was used to people cowering before him, like Maude and 
Ollie, who were both quivering with fright, crouched on 
either side of me, their teeth chattering in terror. 

This was the effect the Lion usually had. His courage had 
somehow been twisted into something dark and sick. Now it 
was a weapon. Wherever he went, he brought a cloud of 


terror with him. Just being around him was enough to make 
most people shrink in fear until it consumed them. 

Then the Lion consumed it. He ate fear, literally. It made 
him stronger. ld seen him do it—pick up a terrified 
Munchkin and suck the fright right out of him until the 
Munchkin was just a lifeless shell and the Lion was 
Supercharged, bursting with power. 

And yet, today, standing ten feet from him, | found that 
for the first time | wasn’t afraid. | had already faced down 
everything that had ever frightened me and I’d come out 
the other side. 

Instead of fear, | felt my body fill with a deep rage. There 
was something about the anger that seemed to put 
everything into focus—it was like a pair of glasses | had put 
on, and | was finally seeing everything clearly. 

The Tin Woodman’s heart. The Lion’s courage. The 
Scarecrow’s brains. According to the Wizard, once | had all 
of them, Dorothy could finally die the death she deserved. | 
already had the first item in the bag strapped across my 
chest: the Tin Woodman’s metal, clockwork heart. Now the 
second thing on my list was within reach—if only | could 
figure out where the Lion actually kept his courage. 

No big deal, | thought. | could always figure that out after 
he was dead. 

| wanted to wait for him to make the first move, though. | 
was counting on him underestimating me, but even on my 
best day the Lion still had ten times my physical strength. 

“Now, let’s see,” the Lion was saying. “Who should | eat 
first?” He looked from me, to Ozma, to Ollie, to Maude, 
raising a gigantic claw and passing it around from one of us 
to the next. 

“Bubble gum, bubble gum in a dish,” he rumbled in a low, 
ominous croon. Maude. Ollie. Me. He paused as he reached 
Ozma. “You know,” he mused, “I’ve never had much of a 
taste for bubble gum.” The muscles in his hind legs 
twitched. “Fairies, on the other hand, are delicious.” 


“You're very bad,” Ozma said scornfully. “You can’t eat the 
queen.” 

| could have cheered, hearing her talking to him, totally 
unafraid, with such casual, careless haughtiness. You had to 
give it to her for nerve, even if it was just the kind of nerve 
that came from not really Knowing any better. But the Lion 
didn’t seem to think it was very funny. 

| was ready for him when he growled and sprang for her. | 
moved before he did, slashing my knife through the air in a 
bright arc of red, searing flame, aiming right for him. Ozma 
clapped at the display. | was getting better at this magic 
thing. 

But | was also overconfident: my blade barely grazed the 
Lion’s flank. | drew blood, but not enough to slow him down. 
He simply twisted in annoyance and swiped for me with a 
powerful forearm. He hit me right in the gut and | went 
stumbling backward like a mosquito that had just been 
batted out of the way, landing on the ground on my butt ina 
burst of petals. | bounced up quickly only to see that Ozma, 
as it turned out, was perfectly capable of protecting herself. 

She hadn’t moved an inch, but a shimmering green 
bubble had somehow appeared up around her. The Lion 
clawed and poked at it, but wherever the force field had 
come from, it was impervious to his attacks. Ozma blinked 
innocently at him. 

“Bad kitty!” she said. She scowled and wagged her finger 
at him. “Naughty cat!” 

The Lion growled a low growl, apparently not amused at 
being called “kitty,” and took another swipe at her. Again, 
though, his attack bounced right off her protective bubble. 

While the Lion was distracting himself with the princess, | 
was stealthily circling toward him, positioning myself to 
strike again while charging up my knife with another 
magical flame. 

“You’ve always been a stupid little thing,” the Lion was 
saying to Ozma. “Nevertheless, | suppose you have your 


own irritating kind of power. It’s a good thing there are other 
ways to teach a fairy a lesson.” 

He turned from Ozma and reached for Maude, who had 
curled herself into a ball on the ground, her teeth chattering 
with terror. She didn’t even try to run. “No!” Ollie screamed, 
hurling himself in front of his sister. 

This was my cue: | rushed him. 

The Lion sensed me coming. He spun around and gave a 
furious roar, his jaw practically unhinging. 

He lunged for me. 

Fake out. 

Just as he was about to grab me, | flipped myself 
backward into the air and blinked myself behind him, my 
teleportation spell reversing my momentum as | landed on 
his back. | grabbed a hank of his mane in my fist and pulled 
hard, yanking his head backward. 

“I’ve been wanting to do this for a while,” | said through 
gritted teeth, using every ounce of strength | had to slash 
my burning blade across his exposed throat. | cringed at the 
sound of his flesh hissing under my weapon’s white-hot 
heat, but somewhere, deep down, | found myself surprised 
at how used to this kind of violence | had already gotten. At 
how easily it came to me. 

As the Lion howled, | felt some small kind of pleasure in 
his pain. | pushed it aside, but it was there. | felt the tiniest 
glimmer of a smile at the corner of my lips. 

The Lion bucked and shook wildly and | hung on to his 
mane for dear life, thinking of my mom’s friend Bambi 
Plunkett, who had once won five hundred dollars riding the 
mechanical bull at the Raging Stallion on Halifax Avenue. 
Unfortunately, | quickly discovered that | wasn’t going to be 
crowned queen of the rodeo anytime soon. 

As the Lion desperately tried to shake me, | felt my hold 
on his mane begin to slip. He jumped into the air and we 
landed with a force that shook the ground, flowers flying 
everywhere. As he gave one last powerful shudder, | lost my 


grip and tumbled off him, my head cracking against the 
ground. 

My vision blurred. In a flurry of fur and fangs, the Lion 
pounced, the weight of his body crushing my legs as he 
pinned my arms with his paws. 

“| see you're a courageous little one,” he purred, pushing 
his face just inches from mine. “I must admit, | didn’t expect 
it from you.” He licked his chops. “We’ll just have to change 
that, won’t we?” 

A trickle of blood made its way from his throat, down his 
fur, and onto my shirt, and | saw that the cut across his 
throat was really just a surface wound. I’d barely hurt him. 

This wasn’t going as well as I’d thought it would. | tried to 
blink myself out from under him, but my head was still 
throbbing from the fall I’d just taken, and as hard as | tried, | 
found that | couldn’t quite summon the magic for it. 

Then, before | could decide what to do next, | heard a 
squeal. Out of the corner of my eye, | Saw something white 
streak through the grass as Star scurried away, and felt the 
Lion’s weight on my body lighten, as he leaned over and 
shot a paw out. 

“No!” | screamed, suddenly realizing what was coming. 
But there was nothing | could do. He had grabbed my rat by 
the tail, and she wriggled and screeched as he held her over 
my face. 

“Dorothy wants you alive, brave little Amy,” he said. “And 
while I haven’t decided yet whether to let her have her way 
this time, in the meantime, this one will make a nice 
appetizer.” 

The Lion snapped his jaw open. Star’s final scream 
sounded almost human as he dangled her over his toothy, 
gaping maw. 

First the fear left her. It went streaming from her trembling 
body into the Lion’s open mouth in a wispy burst like a puff 
of smoke from a cigarette. Then she was still, looking down 
at me with wide, placid eyes. 


There wasn’t much left of her, but at least | knew that she 
wasn’t afraid when she died. The Lion dropped her into his 
mouth and chomped hard. A trickle of blood made its way 
down his chin. 

“Not very filling,” he said with a laugh. “But | hear rats are 
actually a delicacy in some parts of Oz.” He paused and 
licked a stray bit of my poor dead rat’s white fur from his 
lips. “Now, I’ve made a decision. On to the main course.” 

“No,” | said as something strange came over me. | felt 
more lucid than ever, like the volume had been turned up 
on all of my senses. | felt like | was looking down on myself, 
watching the scene unfold from somewhere far away. 
“Wrong. Fucking. Move.” With that, | blinked myself out of 
his clutches. 

The Lion lurched in surprise and twisted around to face 
me where | was now standing, a few yards away, my back to 
the trees. He pawed at the ground. 

Somewhere in my peripheral vision—somewhere on the 
edge of my consciousness—! saw that Ollie and Maude were 
both clinging to Ozma under the protection of her bubble. 
They were safe, but | hardly cared anymore. 

| didn’t care about them, | didn’t care about Oz. | didn’t 
even care about myself. All | cared about was my dead rat. 

That stupid little rat was the last connection | had to 
home. In some ways she was the only friend | had left. She 
had made it through Dorothy’s dungeons with me. She had 
helped me survive. Now she was gone. The Lion had eaten 
her as easily as a marshmallow Easter Peep. 

Now | was alone for real. But suddenly | knew that it was 
really no different from before. It was no different from 
Kansas, even. 

| had always been alone and | would always be alone. It 
had just taken me this long to figure it out. 

All | cared about now was revenge. 

The Lion bounded for me with a thundering growl so loud 
it shook the trees. | didn’t move to step aside. If the Lion 


thought eating my rat and creating a racket was going to 
make me afraid, he couldn’t have been more wrong. | was 
less afraid than ever. 

| was ready to kill, and | suddenly had no doubt what the 
outcome would be. 

My heart opened up into an endless pit. | looked over the 
edge into the void, and then | jumped right in. 

Brandishing my knife, | silently called out for more fire— 
for the white-hot flames of the sun. The Lion was going to 
burn. 

The fire didn’t come. Instead, like a glass filling with ink, 
my blade turned from polished, flashing silver to an obsidian 
so deep and dark that it seemed to be sucking the light right 
out of the sky. 

It wasn’t what | had been expecting, but that was how 
magic sometimes worked. Magic is tricky. It’s not as simple 
as saying abracadabra and waving a wand. When you cast 
the spell, the magic becomes a part of you. Who you are 
can change it. And | was different now. 

Once, | had been an angry, righteous little ball of fire. Now 
| was something else. 

But what? 


THREE 


| felt the magic in every pore of my skin, in every hair on the 
backs of my arms. | felt it in the tips of my eyelashes. | was 
vibrating with it as the Lion came at me with a roar loud 
enough to split the world right open. 

It was too late for that. 

He hurled himself at me in a lithe, powerful cannonball; he 
clawed and scratched and bit. He wasn’t playing around 
now; there was no taunting and no banter as he hit me with 
a graceful, animal fury that wouldn’t let up. But he couldn’t 
touch me. 

When he had killed Star he had unleashed something in 
me that | hadn’t known was even in there. Now the magic 
was flowing through me like a song and my body was 
moving to its pulsing, thrumming beat. 

| was everywhere at once. | was barely anywhere at all. 
With every move that he made, | was ahead of him. It was 
like we were dancing. 

| was spinning and dodging and somersaulting, thrusting 
and parrying, and every time the Lion thought he had me, | 
found myself melting into the ground, only to rise back up a 
moment later in the place he least expected to find me. 

It was a different kind of teleportation than the kind | did 
when | blinked myself from one place to the next. It was like 
| was entering a world of shadows. | wasn’t sure how | was 
doing it, and | wasn’t sure where | was going when | 
disappeared like that—only that wherever it was, it was cold 
and foreign and deadly silent. From down there, everything 
was hazy and slow-motion, and | was outside reality, looking 


up into it from the darkness like gazing up through a layer of 
black, muddy water. 

| may not have known how | was doing it, but every time | 
rose back up, reshaping myself into my own form, | knew 
what | was doing when I was under there. | was touching the 
darkness. 

If I'd had time to think about it, it probably would have 
frightened me. Somehow, | knew instinctively that | was 
tapping into some of the blackest kind of magic. Everywhere 
| slashed and stabbed, my knife left a thick, inky trail behind 
it. It looked like | was cutting a hole in the atmosphere, and 
what was on the other side was nothing. 

We went on like that for a while. | could tell that the Lion 
was tiring out. We weren’t dancing together anymore. / was 
dancing, but him? He was just going to die. 

It was pathetic, really, but | didn’t feel sorry for him. 
Actually, | was having fun. I’d found something in Oz | was 
good at. 

Finally, he gave one last valiant effort and sprang up, 
grabbed a tree branch and swung, barreling down at me 
feetfirst. | didn’t bother dodging. | melted into nothing and 
rematerialized behind him, wondering how it was that this 
kind of magic was suddenly coming so easily to me. 

The Lion was still scooping himself up from where he had 
fallen, and | let him flail for a moment in confusion before | 
swept my leg around in a roundhouse kick that met his face 
with the satisfying crunch of shattering teeth. 

| plunged my knife into his side and a web of inky lines 
spidered across the surface of his golden, tawny muscles 
like | was injecting him with poison. 

Well, maybe | was. 

| twisted my blade. The Lion screamed, collapsing. He had 
all but surrendered now, but | wasn’t done yet. As he lay 
there howling in pain, | jumped up and found myself moving 
almost in slow motion, suspended in the air for a moment 
before | pushed myself forward and launched myself 


straight for him, sinking my knife into the roof of his gaping 
mouth, a geyser of blood erupting. 

This time he didn’t bother screaming. 

| tossed the knife aside, letting it disappear to wherever it 
went when | wasn’t holding it. But this time, when | drew my 
hand back, | pulled a long, dark tendril with it—a black, 
twisting skein of nothingness. 

It was like a tentacle, like an extension of myself. All | had 
to do was think about it and the blackness twisted out 
through the air like a snake slithering through the grass. It 
wrapped itself around the Lion’s neck. 

The Lion clutched at his throat, gasping and trying to free 
himself. 

All | had to do was want it, and the noose tightened. 

“Beg me,” | said. The words hung in the air, dripping with 
venom. It barely sounded like me. If | was a character in a 
comic book, my dialogue would have been inked in thick, 
jagged letters. This couldn’t be me—could it? | Knew what | 
had to do, but there was no reason to be so cruel about it. 

| felt half possessed when | said it again. “Beg me,” | 
repeated, with even more cruelty this time, as the Lion tried 
to open his mouth. 

His eyes widened, but he was barely struggling anymore; 
he was using everything he had left just to stay alive. 

“Never,” was all he managed to Say. 

My knife had returned to me, and when | looked down at 
it, | saw that its blackness was seeping out of it and up my 
arm, like | was wearing a glove made of tar. My fist was 
gripping the hilt so tight that it hurt. It was twitching. 

Cut him, | heard a voice in the back of my head telling me. 
Punish him for everything he’s done. 

| wanted to do it. In my mind’s eye, | saw myself slicing 
him open. His stomach. His throat. Like | was watching a 
movie, | saw myself stabbing wherever | could, not paying 
attention to where | was striking, just hacking away as he 


convulsed and moaned, his hot, sticky blood squirting out in 
every direction while | kept going. 

It was just my imagination. But | wanted it to be real. And 
it could be real. All | had to do was do it. 

But then | heard another voice—a real voice this time, not 
in my head, but from somewhere outside of me. It was soft 
and lilting, barely more than a whisper. 

It was Ozma. 

“Come back,” she said simply. 

With her, you never quite knew if she meant anything by 
it at all. | couldn’t even be sure that she was talking to me. 
But something about the way she said it brought me down 
to earth, and when | turned to her, | saw that she had 
dropped her bubble of protection and was now standing just 
a few feet away. Her bright eyes were fixed on me 
plaintively, with a look of deep, almost sisterly concern. 

That’s when | realized that | wasn’t fighting the Lion to 
punish him. As much as | wanted to let my revenge 
fantasies play out, | had to remember that there was a 
larger purpose to everything | was doing. As much as | 
wanted to kill him—my body was still screaming out for his 
blood—I knew it wasn’t that simple. | needed something 
from him. 

It all came flooding like a dream you've forgotten until 
something jogs your memory. 

The Tin Woodman’s heart. The Lion’s courage. The 
Scarecrow’s brains. 

With the Tin Woodman and the Scarecrow it was obvious. 
Heart and brains. Duh. But where does a Lion keep his 
courage? 

| looked at him lying there in battered, bloody defeat, 
toothless and bruised, his mangled tail twitching, the sad 
little ribbon at the end of it soaked with blood, and then | 
noticed that there was something strange about it. The tail. 
It wasn’t glowing, exactly, but it had something like a halo 


around it. A jittery, golden aura so pale that it barely 
registered. 

It made me take a closer look. 

| don’t know how I'd missed it before, but now | saw it. 
The tail wasn’t even real. It was stuffed and synthetic and 
made from felt and stuffing, like something that belonged to 
a doll. At the base, | could see that it was sewn onto the 
Lion’s body in a sloppy cross-stitch. This wasn’t the tail that 
he had been born with. Of course: the Wizard had given it to 
him. 

In one swift, smooth motion, | sliced it off. There was a 
high-pitched hissing sound, like air being let out of a 
balloon. The Lion gave a weak, stupid whimper. 

| held the tail up, and it twitched in my hands. It was 
angry. | knew that my instincts had been right. 

Looking down at the Lion confirmed it. He was cowering 
on the ground, covering his face with his hands. He would 
be out of his misery soon enough. | raised my knife over my 
head and prepared to finish him off for good. 

| thought of everything he had done—all the innocent 
people he had terrified and tortured as Dorothy’s enforcer. | 
thought of everyone he had killed. Gert. Star. The ones | 
didn’t know—like Nox’s family. He had done it for no reason. 
He had done it just because he liked it. Because it was fun. 
Because Dorothy told him to. 

My hand was poised over my head, my knife bursting with 
magic. | realized that, sometime during the fight, the 
already graying sky overhead had covered itself in an 
ominous shroud of clouds. 

It was like | had caused that. Like my anger and darkness 
had spilled out into the land around me. 

In that moment, | couldn’t help being scared of myself. 

But my fear was nothing next to the Cowardly Lion’s. 
“Please don’t hurt me,” he wheezed. He was crying now, 
curled into a fetal ball and rocking back and forth on the 
ground, clutching his face. 


Seeing him like this it was hard to believe that he had 
ever been capable of any of the terror he had caused. 
Without his courage, he was nothing. And | had it now. His 
tail coiled itself up around my arm like a piece of jewelry. 
The Lion was less than harmless now. And | felt powerful. 
Maybe even courageous. 

My hands were red with blood; blood had plastered my 
clothes to my skin. Even my hair was damp with it. Off in 
the distance, | heard a single bird chirp. 

My shoulders loosened. | took a deep, gulping breath. My 
knife faded from my grip, and as it did, the clouds parted 
and the sun was shining down on us again. My whole body 
was Shaking as | felt the magic that had filled me during my 
fight begin to dissipate. 

| thought, for a moment, of my mother, and of how fragile 
she looked when she was coming down from one of her 
binges. | thought of all the times she’d tried to go clean, and 
of all the times I’d tried to help her. Of how she'd failed 
every time. 

| stood and turned away from the Lion. “Go,” | said, 
gesturing out into nowhere. 

The Lion rose shakily to his feet. He stumbled and fell, 
then stood again and looked up, his whole face trembling. 
“Thank you,” he sniveled. “How can I ever—” 

| cut him off. “Do it, before | change my mind.” He 
flinched, and then went limping off into the forest without 
looking back, blood trailing his every step. 

Two down, one to go. After that, Dorothy would be mine, 
and one thing was for sure: | wasn’t going to let her off the 
hook as easily as | had the Lion. 

Then the world began to come back into focus. In the 
rolling field of flowers, Maude and Ollie were standing stock- 
still, staring at me like they barely recognized me. Ozma, 
though, had a shy little smile on her face. It almost looked 
like pride. 


| wanted to say something to them. See? | wanted to say. / 
let him go. 

It was true. | had let him go. Even so, | knew there was a 
line that | had almost crossed, and they had watched me 
walk right up to the edge of it. | opened my mouth and 
closed it again. | didn’t have the words to explain any of it. 

| was just standing there, still wondering what had just 
happened, when | saw the rest of them. They were 
everywhere. | had been so consumed with the Lion that | 
hadn’t noticed them arrive. Monkeys. 

They were sitting in the branches of the trees and 
crouched in the hillocks of flowers and hiding in the thick 
shrubbery that blocked the forest. There must have been a 
hundred of them, monkeys of all shapes and sizes. Too bad 
I'd never paid much attention in science class; it would have 
been nice to name all the different types of species that 
were represented among them. 

Like Maude and Ollie, they were just staring at me, 
unblinking and impassive. Like Maude and Ollie, they all 
looked scared of me. 


FOUR 


The Queendom of the Wingless Ones was built high in the 
trees, just below the thick canopy of leaves that covered the 
Dark Jungle. The monkeys had known the path through the 
jungle by heart and commanded enough respect in these 
woods that we’d been able to pass without being bothered 
by any of the creatures who shared it with them, but it had 
still taken us hours to make our way through the dense 
brush of vines and branches into the heart of the forest 
where they had their treetop home. We’d paused only once, 
for me to wash the blood off my body in a stream, before we 
stopped in front of a big tree. 

| looked at Ollie. 

“Why are we stopping?” 

“This is the human entrance. You can’t very well climb up 
there like the others, can you?” 

| looked up to where he was pointing. Most of the monkeys 
traveling with us had simply scampered up into the 
branches. 

Ollie pressed his palm into a barely visible indentation in 
the trunk and a door slid open, revealing that the tree had 
been outfitted with a makeshift contraption kind of like a 
dumbwaiter. Ollie crawled inside and beckoned for us to 
follow, and once we were all in, he and Maude and | all took 
turns pulling on the rope that turned the pulley and raised 
the platform carrying us up, up, up, into the darkness. 

Ollie was completely out of breath and | wasn’t doing 
much better by the time we emerged from the passage onto 
a narrow platform. 


The monkey village was like the world’s coolest tree house 
crossed with something out of a Swiss Family Robinson 
theme party thrown by Martha Stewart. Throughout the 
village, wooden houses of all shapes and sizes had been 
built into the treetops, all of them connected by a network 
of suspended walkways constructed out of roughly hewn 
planks and twisted vines. Everywhere | looked were 
monkeys in human clothing. There were monkeys in sharp 
little three-piece suits, monkeys in sweatpants and T-shirts, 
monkeys in nurses’ uniforms, and even monkeys in tiny little 
ball gowns who looked like they could be on their way to the 
monkey Oscars. Most of them weren’t using the walkways; 
instead, the ones with places to be were swinging from 
vines and scampering across branches, looking perfectly 
unaware of the fact that we were at least five hundred feet 
up. 

We were greeted by a monkey who seemed not at all self- 
conscious about the fact that she was wearing a French 
maid’s uniform. 

“Welcome back,” she said to Ollie in a voice too low and 
gruff for her tiny size. She gave him a quick pat on the back 
and a kiss on the cheek before turning to the queen, sinking 
into a clumsy curtsy as | fought to stifle a giggle. “Greetings, 
Your Highness,” she said to Ozma. “I’m Iris. We are honored 
to have you join us in our village.” After lingering on the 
queen for a few moments, Iris directed her attention to me. 
Her smile faded. | was starting to realize that these monkeys 
didn’t quite trust me. 

“Hi,” | said awkwardly. “I’m Amy.” 

“Yes,” she said. “Queen Lulu has been awaiting your 
arrival. Ollie will take you to her while | escort Her Majesty 
to the quarters you'll be sharing.” With that, Iris took the 
wide-eyed Ozma by the hand and led her away. 

“I don’t think your friends are that into me,” | said to Ollie. 

He just shrugged. “The Wingless Ones have a bad track 
record with witches.” Before | could protest he was already 


moving, scampering off across a rope bridge. | followed. 

Because the canopy blocked out almost any light from the 
sun, the village was lit instead by strange, floating lanterns 
that looked like oversize, translucent lemons. They hung in 
the air along the walkways and over the tree houses, their 
glowing light giving the otherwise dim village the feeling of 
a fancy garden party just about to start. (Not that I’ve ever 
been to a fancy garden party, but back in Kansas | did 
sometimes used to watch HGTV with my mom. When we 
were getting along, | mean.) 

“Sunfruit,” Ollie explained, seeing me staring at the lamp- 
things aS we made our way across the walkways. “Try one.” 
He plucked a fruit from where it hovered and expertly 
shucked a piece of soft, thin rind from the top, revealing a 
yellowish, glowing goop inside. He handed it to me. 

The sunfruit felt warm in my palm and had the rubbery 
consistency of a gummi bear. | was a little afraid of it, but | 
didn’t want to offend him, so I stuck a finger in, scooped out 
some of the slime, and tasted it. 

| was expecting it to be kind of gross. | wasn’t prepared for 
it to be pretty much the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten. 
It tasted like ten things at once: like saltwater taffy and 
pineapples and fruity drinks with little umbrellas. It tasted 
like Summer, and the last day of school, and the beach. | 
closed my eyes and savored it for a second, suddenly 
realizing exactly how long it had been since lI’d taken the 
time to actually enjoy something. These days, distractions 
like that were pretty hard to come by. 

| could have spent the next hour trying to separate out all 
the flavors of the sunfruit, but Ollie was already tugging at 
my sleeve. “We don’t want to keep Queen Lulu waiting. She 
is a wise ruler, but she gets frustrated easily. You’d rather 
not see her when she’s angry.” 

| took his word for it, but | continued scooping up more of 
the sunfruit as we kept walking. A few minutes later, we 
came to a Spiral of stairs that had been built into the outside 


of a thick-trunked tree. “The queen will see you alone,” Ollie 
said. “When you’re done, you can find your chambers near 
the waterfall.” 

“A waterfall? Up here? In the trees?” 

“Can't miss it,” he said, jumping from the path and 
grabbing on to a vine with his tail. He swung around and 
hung there upside down, looking me in the eye. “Thank you, 
Amy,” he said, and | knew that he wasn’t just thanking me 
for saving him, or for saving his sister. 

Then he was gone into the leaves. 

| took a deep breath and began to make my way up the 
rickety wooden stairs that twisted up toward the canopy. | 
took each wobbly step carefully, hugging the tree as closely 
as | possibly could, trying not to think about the fact that | 
was probably the first fully grown human to use this path in 
years. You'd think the day I’d just had would have cured me 
of my fear of heights, but nope. 

Look, fear’s not always rational, okay? Anyway, there’s a 
difference between being afraid and being a coward. At 
least there was one thing | could take comfort in: if you’re 
afraid, you must still be a little bit human. 

When | finally made it up through the canopy, | discovered 
that the “palace” wasn’t really a palace at all. Just a large, 
round hut that sat on a spacious platform of planks above 
the leaves. 

Inside, Queen Lulu was sitting on a large throne 
constructed out of sticks and branches in the middle of a 
filthy room strewn with banana peels, clothes, and piles 
upon piles of newspapers, books, toys, and other junk. She 
wore bright red lipstick, a poufy pink tutu, and pink, 
rhinestone-encrusted cat-eye sunglasses. She sat there 
eyeing me, all the while fanning herself with a paper fan. 

“Well, well, well,” she squeaked from behind her fan. “If it 
isn’t famous Amy Gumm. Welcome to my queendom.” 

So she was no Kate Middleton. Still, | wasn’t sure what to 
expect from her as | approached her throne, and | figured 


that even a queen in a tutu expects a certain amount of 
respect. | bowed. “It’s an honor to meet you, Your 
Highness,” | said. 

“Charmed, I’m sure,” Queen Lulu said. Her voice was 
squeaky but tough, too. “I hear you’re a hero type, the real 
deal. You and your daring rescues! Oh, sure, we’ve heard all 
about those around these parts.” 

“Uh, thanks,” | said. “I don’t know. | was just doing what 
anyone would have done, | guess.” 

“Well, bless your heart,” Lulu said. She set her fan aside 
and casually scratched her armpit. “Shall we call our debt all 
settled up here, then?” 

“Debt?” | asked. 

“Yeah, debt. You saved Ollie and Maude, they saved you. 
Even-steven. No more monkey business.” 

“Oh,” | said, taken aback. “I mean, okay. It wasn’t like | 
was keeping track or anything.” 

Queen Lulu lowered her sunglasses and looked out over 
them. “Let’s cut the crap,” she said. “You seem like a nice 
girl, but | want to make sure we have things straight here. | 
allowed Ollie and Maude to help you out this one little time, 
but we Wingless Ones aren’t going to get involved in 
whatever nonsense is brewing in Oz these days. What 
Dorothy and the rest of them do down there? That’s 
someone else’s ball of beeswax. We’ve got a good thing 
going up here in the trees.” 

| folded my arms across my chest. “Is that what you 
wanted to talk to me about? To tell me you’re staying out of 
it?” 

“You got it, sweetheart. | know your type. You come 
around, you stir up trouble, and before you know it I’ve got 
all my monkeys wanting a war with the Emerald City. 
Thanks, but no thanks. You’re lucky | let you come here at 
all.” 

Um, obviously | hadn’t come here trying to get the 
monkeys to go to war. Come to think of it, | hadn’t even 


asked to be brought here at all. Really, all | wanted in the 
world was a nap. A really, really, really long nap. And a 
Shower. And maybe some ice cream and some bad TV. 

Even so, Queen Lulu’s attitude was seriously pissing me 
off. Without really meaning to, | placed my hands 
indignantly on my hips. “Seriously? How can you act like 
what Dorothy does isn’t your problem? You may be hidden 
up here for now, but she’ll burn this place to the ground as 
soon as she gets around to it. Wouldn’t you rather live 
somewhere where you didn’t have to hide? Where you 
didn’t have to cut off your wings?” 

Lulu picked up a banana from a bunch that was sitting on 
a table by her throne and peeled it. Royalty or not, she 
chewed with her mouth open. 

“Come on,” she snorted. “We monkeys have had the short 
end of the hot dog for as long as Oz has been Oz. | may be 
the boss-lady now, but in my day I’ve hauled more than one 
witch around like | was a common chauffeur. Dorothy, the 
Wizard, Mombi, and her stupid little Order—they’re all the 
same to me.” 

“The Order wants freedom for everyone.” 

| surprised myself at how strongly | felt about it. The truth 
is, I'd never totally trusted the Order myself. Because, sure, 
Dorothy was evil, but who was to say that they weren’t 
more evil? They used to be wicked witches, after all. Who’s 
to say they weren’t still? 

But look. You have to be loyal to something, right? | might 
have my own doubts about Mombi and the rest of them, but 
| had thrown my lot in with them, and | had to stand by my 
choices. 

Queen Lulu was giving me a dubious, /’ve got your 
number kind of look. 

“Don’t give me the babe-in-the-woods act, babe,” she 
said. “Let’s just say you and your wicked little friends do 
manage to kill Dorothy. You think l'Il be the one resting my 
hairy heinie on that shiny emerald throne? Not a chance. 


I've dinged enough dongs in my day to know it’ll be the 
same as it ever was. Maybe worse. Meet the new witch, 
same as the old witch.” 

As she’d been talking, Queen Lulu had been working 
herself up into a frenzy; now she sprang to her feet and 
bared her teeth, her sunglasses askew. 

| knew I should just nod and agree with her. | wasn’t going 
to change her mind, and she looked about one wrong word 
away from swinging across the room and wrestling me to 
the ground. But I’ve always been pretty bad at shutting up 
and smiling. Come to think of it, that might have been part 
of how I’d gotten myself into all this in the first place. 

“What about Ozma?” | asked. “Things were good when 
she was in charge, right? Not all leaders are the same.” 

Lulu cackled uproariously. She laughed until she was 
wheezing, and then, when she was tired out, she collapsed 
back into her seat and kicked her legs up. “Sure. Ozma was 
a doll way back when. But we all know that broad’s about 
six stamps short of first class these days. She’s great if you 
want to hear a whole lot of nonsense, but she’s not exactly 
monarch material, am | right?” 

Okay, fine, she was right. But that didn’t change my point. 

“So what? Should we just be on our way then?” 

“Aw, don’t get all bent out of shape. You and Miss Princess 
can stay as long as you want. | do have my principles, after 
all, and anyway I’m a big softie. But | don’t want any trouble 
—and that means no magic while you're here, got it? We 
don’t go in for that type of thing. And | know the kind of 
magic you do.” 

“Fine,” | said. “No magic.” 

Queen Lulu looked pretty much totally unconvinced. 
“Show me your hands.” 

“My hands?” 

“You think | was born yesterday? For all | know you've got 
your fingers crossed behind your back. Don’t think you can 
pull one over on me.” 


| stared at her. Next was she going to knock twice on her 
throne and call no take-backs? But as ridiculous as it all 
sounded, | could tell from the way she was glaring at me 
that she meant business. 

| dutifully held my hands out to show | was on the up-and- 
up. Lulu cleared her throat, like, /’™ waiting. 

| sighed. “Il promise not to use magic while I’m in the 
village—” 

“Queendom.” 

“Queendom of the Wingless Ones. No take-backs,” | added 
for good measure. 

At that, the queen nodded smugly and picked up her fan 
again. She fluttered it in front of her face. “Very well,” she 
said. “Now if you please, | must meet with my high council. 
l'm a very busy majesty, you know.” 

| turned to leave, and then, with my hand on the door, | 
thought of something and spun around. 

“Have you heard anything about the Order?” | asked. 

“Not a peep,” she said dismissively. “They’re probably all 
pushing up daisies. Now skedaddle.” 

“You must have heard something,” | pleaded. “Mombi told 
me nothing happens in Oz without the Wingless Ones 
getting wind of it.” When in doubt, lay it on thick. 

That was a lie, of course. Mombi had never once 
mentioned Queen Lulu. But royal types can never resist 
flattery. Lulu’s eyes softened. 

“Well,” she mused. “It’s true that I try to keep up with the 
latest news. The Order isn’t the only one with spies. Even up 
here, it does pay to have the scoop—and | am the queen.” 

“Please,” | pushed. “I just want to know—I need to know 
where they are.” 

Lulu just sighed. “Sorry, toots,” she said. “Only thing | 
know is that your hag Mombi worked her old abracadabra 
and went right up in smoke. Took her pals with her. Poof! All 
I’ve heard since are the sweetest nothings.” 

“What about... ,” | started. 


She put a hand up to stop me and checked an imaginary 
watch at her wrist. “I believe my next appointment is 
coming up,” she said irritably. “Now shoo. I'm a very busy 
monarch. If you want someone who can sit around making 
small talk, I’d try the Duchess of Tree People. She’s the 
biggest blabbermouth you'll ever find.” 

When | still didn’t move to leave, Lulu’s patience finally 
decided she was over it. “Begone!” she yelled, picking up a 
banana and hurling it across the room like a boomerang, 
aiming right for my face. | ducked just in time for it to 
bounce off my head. 

| was done. I’d heard about the types of things monkeys 
liked to fling, and | was pretty sure | was getting off easy 
with just a banana. This was my cue to leave. 

But as | was heading out into the night, ready to make my 
way back down into the jungle, | heard a rustling in the 
trees, and then the low chirping of monkey voices. The 


queen’s council. | couldn’t quite hear what they were 
saying, but from the tone of their whispers, it sounded 
important. 


| knew | had promised, but | couldn’t help myself. It came 
so easily this time that | barely even thought about what | 
was doing: | felt myself sinking into the shadows. As four 
monkeys approached the queen’s chambers, | slithered 
after them. They let the door slam shut behind them, and 
didn’t even notice when | passed right through it. 

Everything was different in my shadow world—wherever it 
was. It was sort of like back home when we tried to steal 
cable from the trailer next door and everything came out 
kind of staticky and garbled and sometimes upside down, 
but you could make it out if you kind of squinted and moved 
your face really close to the screen. 

The queen’s throne room flickered and wavered, but | saw 
four monkeys clustered around at her feet. At first it 
sounded like they were all speaking some other language, 
but the longer | listened the more | was able to catch 


snatches of the conversation until finally | managed to make 
some sense of it. 

“We cannot have her here,” a monkey in green corduroy 
overalls and a propeller beanie was saying. “You didn’t see 
her...” 

Lulu waved him off. “I wish | had,” she said. “You want the 
truth, | wish she’d finished him right off. The Lion can rot. 
See if | care.” 

“You don’t understand. She was. . . she was not human. 
Something overtook her—a darkness unlike anything | have 
ever encountered.” 

| jolted. They were talking about me. Even though | had 
some idea of how I’d looked when I'd been fighting the Lion, 
| didn’t like to hear it described like this. 

But it was true. | had touched the dark, and | had liked it. 
And as much as | wanted to think that it was just a case of 
getting carried away in the fight, it wasn’t so simple. How 
could it be, when | was watching them through this cold, 
eerie veil of shadows? 

“I must agree, Queen Lulu,” said a monkey in a curly red 
wig. “Princess Ozma is one thing, but the presence of the 
other one puts all of us in danger.” 

“She is a—” 

“Enough!” Lulu snapped. “I’m the boss, applesauce, and 
the boss-lady has made up her mind. The little witch stays. 
The princess stays. | have my reasons. Now tell me what 
you hear of the rest of Oz. Has Dorothy been found?” 

A monkey wearing a pink velour sweat suit rose to her 
feet. “We believe that Princess Dorothy has fled the city, 
along with the Scarecrow and the Tin Woodman. No one has 
seen them since last night.” 

“Glinda?” 

“Glinda was gravely wounded in battle and is thought to 
have returned to her fortress.” 

“Oh, of course,” Lulu sniffed. “That witch talks a big game, 
but she couldn’t be a bigger candy-ass if she dropped her 


pink little undies and sat on a pile of gumdrops. Now what 
about the rest of the witches—what about the Order?” 

| held my breath, and then realized | had no breath to 
hold. When I was a shadow, | didn’t have a body. 

The monkey council exchanged a look amongst 


themselves. “We... ,” the one in the sweat suit began. “We 
don’t know. They may be dead. Or they may be alive. We 
simply—” 


Lulu screeched and gnashed her teeth, waving her fan 
wildly. “If | wanted a load of baloney, | would’ve had a cold 
cut platter brought in!” she screamed. “Are any of you going 
to tell me something useful?” 

Finally the smallest of the monkeys, a tiny marmoset in a 
fez and a red bolero who had been silent until now, spoke 
up. “Funny things are afoot across the land, Your Highness,” 
she said carefully. 

Queen Lulu raised an eyebrow, which was strange 
because until that moment | hadn’t even realized that she 
had eyebrows. “Funny ... ha-ha?” she asked hopefully. 

“Not exactly. Funny strange. As we suspected, the magic 
that Glinda and Dorothy had been siphoning off seems to be 
coming back—we believe it has something to do with the 
actions of the Order. They must have destroyed some 
mechanism that was piping it into the city. It’s having some 
odd effects. We need to be aware of it in case it causes any 
disruptions to our home.” 

“More magic,” Queen Lulu sighed. “Whoopee. Just what 
we need.” 

But my ears perked up. This was the first | had heard of 
anything like that. I’d thought that last night was just about 
killing Dorothy. No one had told me about any plan beyond 
that. 

“There’s something else,” the monkey in the bolero said. 
“With Dorothy and her allies gone, it’s unclear who is 
occupying the palace—but something is happening there.” 


“Cut to the chase, please,” Lulu said. “I don’t know what 
‘something’ means. What’s happening to the palace?” 

The monkey looked nervous. “Well,” she said. “For one 
thing, it seems to be growing.” 


FIVE 


As it turned out, there really was a giant waterfall up here in 
the trees. It was easy to find; | only had to follow a series of 
signs that led through the maze of walkways in the trees 
until | heard the sound of rushing water in the distance. Ollie 
hadn’t been kidding around. Even though we were so high 
up that it was hard to imagine there was anything above us, 
a bright blue river was raging down from the sky. 

It was spilling from somewhere over the treetops and 
crashing through an opening in the canopy into a series of 
basins the size of swimming pools, built into the tree trunks 
like stairs. The water cascaded over the edge of one and 
into the next, overflowing and spilling off into endlessness 
as it continued its unstoppable course toward the jungle 
floor. 

In the pools, groups of monkeys were frolicking happily, 
scrubbing themselves and playing, hooting and doing 
backflips and cannonballs. They were having fun. 

Looking at it like this, Oz didn’t seem so bad after all, and | 
stood there for a minute, just watching them play. It took me 
a few seconds to figure out why it looked so strange: this 
was the first time since I’d gotten to Oz that I’d actually felt 
like | was in the place Il’d always known from books and 
movies. A place with witches and monsters, yes, but a place 
that was magical and joyful and, in the end, beautiful. A 
place that was happy. 

It was the first time since lI’d gotten here that I’d actually 
seen anyone really having fun. 

Then | understood what Queen Lulu had been saying to 
me. This was why she wanted to stay out of it, why she 


wanted the monkeys to just keep to themselves and let the 
rest of Oz fight for power. The monkeys had made a place 
for themselves, and they wanted to enjoy it. 

Would it be so bad to stay up here, | wondered? To just say 
screw it to the promises I’d made—to the war that was 
going on below us—and never go back down there to fight, 
and kill, and maybe die? 

But it didn’t matter. | couldn’t stay. Not because I’m such a 
good person, but because | knew this happy feeling 
wouldn’t last. You can’t just cover your eyes and pretend 
like terrible things aren’t happening simply because you 
can’t see them, even if that is something that would seem 
like a good idea to a monkey. 

Evil will always catch up with you. That’s why you have to 
get to it first. 

| turned away, and realized that | was standing at the 
entrance to a tree house with the words “Princess Suite” 
burned into the door in elaborate but sloppy cursive. 

Princess Suite. This had to be my room. | hoped it lived up 
to its name. After the day I’d had, | was ready for a little 
royal treatment. 

The inside of the so-called Princess Suite wasn’t lavish— 
lm pretty sure my servant’s quarters back in the Emerald 
Palace had been almost as big—and with only one room it 
wasn’t much of a suite. But it was cozy and welcoming, 
illuminated by sunfruit that floated along the edge of the 
ceiling. In opposite corners of the room, situated under 
tented curtains of gauzy mosquito netting that could be 
pulled shut for privacy, were hammocks woven from large 
palm fronds. Ozma was sitting on one of the hammocks. She 
lit up and waved when she saw me. 

“Hey,” | said. Ozma smiled and fluttered her eyelashes. 
She shook out her hair. 

It wasn’t a Surprise that | was tired. Of course | was tired. 
The surprising part was that | was only feeling it now. | 
Stripped off the servant’s dress l’d been wearing for 


Dorothy’s big party, now tattered and blood-crusted from 
my fight with the Lion, and sank heavily into the free 
hammock opposite the one in which Ozma was swinging 
happily back and forth, twirling a lock of hair around her 
finger. 

As | lay down, | realized why she looked so content: the 
hammock conformed to my body perfectly, and maybe it 
was just that anything would have felt good at that moment, 
but it almost seemed to be massaging my aching muscles. 
It was like one of those vibrating chairs at one of those 
gadget stores at the mall, except better because it didn’t 
make my butt feel numb. 

| closed my eyes. | had a plan, and that plan was to fall 
asleep. 

| wasn’t going to think about anything. | wasn’t going to 
dwell on anything that had happened, or on what was going 
to happen next. | was just going to forget the world. 

ld had trouble sleeping when | was little. | was always 
worrying about things, and so my mother had taught me a 
trick to clear my mind that I’ve used ever since. You close 
your eyes and relax and try to keep your breathing steady, 
and every time a stray thought enters your head, you 
picture it inside a soap bubble. Then you just blow the 
bubble away, and pretty soon you'll be out like a light. 
Works every time. 

It was a skill that was coming in handy around here. When 
you don’t know what’s happening tomorrow, it’s important 
to get your sleep where you can—because who knows the 
next time you'll have a decent pillow? Or any pillow at all, 
for that matter. 

Tonight | had more than the usual amount of thoughts to 
fend off. Actually, it was just one thought that kept returning 
stubbornly, no matter how many times | tried to banish it, of 
the fantasy I’d had while I’d been fighting the Lion, not just 
of killing him, but ripping him to shreds. Of the satisfaction | 


had taken in causing him pain, and the way | had wanted to 
laugh when | hurt him. 

The monkeys were all terrified of me—even Ollie had 
seemed scared. | was a little scared of myse/f, to tell the 
truth. 

But | had liked it, too. Even now, a part of me wished that 
Ozma hadn’t stopped me, that | had done all those things to 
the Lion that | had wanted to. 

| could still feel the thrill that had shivered through me 
when I had looked down to see black magic spilling from my 
knife and into my body, and | already missed it. | knew | 
Shouldn’t, but | couldn’t help it. | wanted to feel like that 
again. 

And I’m not even sure if | fell asleep or not. What came 
next could have been a dream, but it didn’t feel like one. It 
didn’t feel like real life either. It felt like I’d taken a wrong 
turn somewhere on the way to dreaming, and had gotten 
lost, stuck in between the world of awake and asleep. 

It was night and | was walking through a forest dense with 
thin twisted trees. For some reason | wasn’t wearing shoes, 
and slimy moss squished under my bare feet. | had 
somewhere to be, and so | was moving quickly, following a 
path that | somehow knew by heart even though it was too 
dark to see anything. 

| had no idea what | was looking for, but | had the gnawing 
sense that there was something in these woods that | had 
lost—something that | had to get to. 

So | moved through brambles and leaves and vines, 
feeling leaves scratching my face, stepping easily over 
branches and roots without even thinking about it. | was 
alert for danger, but | wasn’t the slightest bit scared. | felt a 
soft breeze on my face and it felt good. 

In the distance, | heard an owl hooting, its call getting 
louder with every step | took, while at the same time the 
trees got straighter and taller and closer. | could have used 
magic to light my way, but | didn’t mind the dark, and so | 


kept on going until finally | found myself in a small and 
perfectly circular clearing. The full moon hung as big as a 
pancake in the sky, looking spooky and cartoonish at the 
same time and illuminating the clearing in a ghostly silver 
light. 

In the middle of the clearing was a dark shape. There was 
something strange about it: it was both clear and indistinct 
at the same time, solid and real but blurry at the edges. | 
couldn’t quite judge the shape or size of it. Was it some kind 
of injured animal? Or something weirder? 

Whatever it was, there was something off about it—maybe 
even evil. Just looking at it made me feel a little light- 
headed, made the hairs on my arms stand on end. 

But it also made me a little excited. And instead of 
running, or even hesitating, | took a step toward it. As | did, 
four heads turned toward me. 

Because what l’d thought was a single animal was 
actually four hunching, cloaked figures who were huddled so 
close together that they appeared to have merged into one 
being. As they looked up, the moonlight hit their pinched, 
rotting faces, each one tinted a different shade of green, 
and | saw that they were each wearing raggedy, pointed 
hats. 

All at once, the four figures opened their mouths and 
began to hiss. 

Witches. 

| took another step forward, and then another, feeling 
more confident the closer | got to them until | was filled with 
a sensation that was something like joy. Their hissing grew 
feverish and high-pitched, and then, when | had almost 
reached them, they began to disappear, melting like black 
candles into the ground. Then they were gone, and | knew 
that | had found what | was looking for. In the ground, in the 
place where they had huddled, was a small pool that 
bubbled in the center. A fountain with water so black that it 
looked like liquid shadow. 


| knelt to examine it, but before | could dip my finger in, 
something began to emerge from the water; a newer, 
darker figure that slowly began to take shape. From the dark 
and glittering mass of shadows, a girl emerged. There, 
standing in front of me, was Ozma. 

It was the same Ozma | knew, except that it wasn’t. She 
had the same emerald green eyes and red poppies in her 
hair, the same tiny, delicate frame. But her skin was 
glowing, and her hair was swirling around her face in ropy 
skeins as thick as snakes. Her pupils were tiny flames. 

And from her back sprouted two huge black butterfly 
wings, twice as big as her body and etched with an 
elaborate gold pattern. As she flapped them gently, they 
crackled with energy. 

She extended a hand in my direction. 

“Rise,” she said. | felt my feet leave the ground. 


S| 


| opened my eyes. | think. Anyway, | was awake, and | was 
back in my room in the monkeys’ tree house village. Ozma 
was crouched over me, staring into my face with exactly the 
same look of intensity that she’d worn in my dream. 
Somewhere behind her pupils, | saw the glowing embers of 
what had recently been flames. Light streamed through the 
windows, casting her in an almost silhouette. 

She reached out her hand for mine. 

“Rise,” she said. 

That one word startled me so badly that | almost flipped 
out of the hammock. But then the princess stuck out her 
tongue and blew me a raspberry, and when she started to 
laugh I felt my heart slowing back to a normal rate. 

| was imagining things. It had only been a dream. Right? | 
put my hand in Ozma’s and let her help me up, trying to 
quiet my mind. /t was only a dream, | told myself again. 

But what if it had been something more? And what had it 
meant? Most importantly, why did | feel almost disappointed 
that it was over now? What did it say about me that | had 
felt myself approaching something truly evil, and that even 
though I'd had every opportunity to back away, I’d taken a 
step closer, and then another? 

Some part of me had even wanted it. Maybe. | decided, 
for now, to just not think about that. 

Standing up, | still felt a little unsteady on my feet from 
the day before, but the sleep had done me good and the 
soreness in my arms and legs was mostly gone. 

Last night, I’d been too tired to really examine our 
quarters, but now | had a chance to look around. There 


really wasn’t a lot to see: | spotted a folding screen in the 
corner, the kind people coyly stepped behind in old movies 
to change. A large wooden bowl sat on a wooden pedestal 
by the window. It was filled with bubbling water, and a few 
large, pink blossoms floated on the surface. | walked over 
and splashed the water across my face gratefully. It tingled 
in a pleasant way against my skin before evaporating. 

| was glad that there was no mirror here—| didn’t want to 
know how terrible | looked. Sure, I’d taken a quick dip in a 
stream yesterday when we’d been trudging through the 
forest with the monkeys, just to get the Lion’s blood off me, 
but | had a feeling that | was still a total wreck. How could | 
not be? Before last night, | hadn’t slept since the night 
before Dorothy’s big party. 

Still, the water was refreshing, with a vaguely perfumed 
smell, and it felt good to wash up. | cupped another handful 
and pulled it through my hair, feeling days’ worth of dirt and 
grime coming off on my hands. 

“So what the hell do we do next?” | found myself asking 
aloud. | wasn’t sure if | was talking to Ozma or to myself. | 
wasn’t expecting Ozma to be paying attention or to 
understand what | was saying, but at least she was 
someone to talk to. Look, I’d grown up with a mom who was 
on another planet most of the time, so | was used to having 
conversations with people who weren't really listening. It 
was no big deal. 

Anyway, after everything Ozma and | had been through 
together, | was starting to feel weirdly close to her. No, she 
probably wasn’t the friend | would have chosen for myself, 
but she was something. And with Star gone and Nox 
missing, friends were in short supply these days. 

“We can’t stay here forever,” | said, taking advantage of 
her willingness to at least pretend to listen. “But | don’t 
know where to go next either. Do we go back to the city? Do 
we look for Dorothy? Do | try to find the Scarecrow so | can 
cut out his brains?” | shuddered a little at the thought of 


that one. | knew | had to do it eventually, but | really didn’t 
feel like it. “Every time | turn around, someone’s telling me 
to do something different; every time | sit down to think, 
there’s another mystery that | can’t solve. | just feel stuck.” 

Ozma looked at me expectantly, and suddenly | found 
myself saying the thing | hadn’t even admitted to myself. 

“| have to find Nox,” | said. “I know it makes no sense— 
he’s the last one | should be worrying about. But he’s the 
only one | trust.” 

That’s the thing about talking to someone you’re not sure 
is really listening. Sometimes you end up saying stuff you 
don’t Know you mean until it just comes spilling out. 

But Ozma didn’t look surprised. Instead, she gave me a 
Sly wink. “Nox Nox!” Ozma said. 

Something about the way she said it piqued my interest. 
And after all, | was starting to think that maybe | was 
underestimating her. She had seemed to know that the 
magic was coming back to Oz. She had known the Lion was 
coming for us. Underneath all her idiotic chatter, it was 
becoming clear that she had some hidden depths. 

“What about him?” | asked. Ozma just rolled her eyes and 
scowled at me like | was the dumbest person in the world. 
“Who's there?” she said in frustration. 

My shoulders drooped and | let out a groan, suddenly 
realizing exactly how much I’d hoped she’d been about to 
say something that was actually useful. “Whatever.” | 
scooped the filthy dress I’d discarded the night before up 
from the floor, and | was just about to put it on when | 
noticed that the monkeys had left me a clean outfit, neatly 
folded on a table by the door. Maybe Queen Lulu liked me 
more than she had let on, but more likely, she just didn’t 
want me walking around her village looking like a bum. 

Thankfully, considering the monkeys’ normal fashion 
sense, they had left me a fairly sensible outfit. Of course, 
when I say sensible, | mean relatively speaking. As | went 
through the pile beside the bed, | discovered that they had 


decided to outfit me in a faded pink T-shirt that read Kiss My 
Grits! in chartreuse script across the chest and a pair of cut- 
off denim short shorts. Okay, it wasn’t quite my style, but at 
least my hosts hadn’t decided I’d look stunning in a nun’s 
habit or an oversize baby’s onesie and a pacifier. 

Just having a fresh shirt was almost good enough for me, 
but it wasn’t the best part. When | got to the bottom of the 
stack, | almost jumped for joy. Of all the wondrous things I'd 
encountered in Oz, this might have been the most 
miraculous of all: a pair of clean underwear. | didn’t even 
care that they were leopard-print granny panties—| still felt 
like I'd won the lottery as | stepped behind the screen in the 
corner to put them on. 

“How stupid am |?” | asked myself aloud as | changed. | 
was still thinking about Nox. “How is it possible that I’m here 
in the middle of a magical war, supposedly saving the world 
—or the kingdom, or whatever I’m supposedly saving—and 
all | can think about is some dumb boy? Tracking him down 
Should be the last thing on my mind.” 

| stepped out from behind the screen to find Ozma 
regarding me with amusement. 

“What?” | asked indignantly. “You don’t like my outfit? 
Look, not everyone can pull off the nightgown and tiara look 
as well as you can, okay?” 

Ozma gave a little pirouette, sending her flowing white 
gown billowing, and | giggled. The girl was crazy, no 
question, but | had to admit that she was growing on me. 

“Hey,” | said, suddenly curious. “You don’t by any chance 
keep a giant pair of wings somewhere under there, do you?” 

She flapped her arms up and down and hopped on one 
foot, but no wings sprouted. 

So much for that idea. “It was worth a shot, right?” | 
shrugged, then returned to the subject of myself. Because, 
really, why not? “The thing is that | don’t even really /ike 
him,” | mumbled. “I just think he might be able to...” | 
trailed off without finishing my sentence, suddenly 


embarrassed that | was trying to get away with such an 
outrageous lie. Of course | liked him. | didn’t want to find 
him because he could help; | wanted to find him because | 
had a crush on him. There, | said it. 

| know, | know. How stupid am I? 

From the way Ozma was looking at me now, it seemed she 
wasn’t really buying what | was selling either. She was 
gazing at me with a deep, bemused kindness that was also 
a little skeptical, and | had to wonder, yet again, if maybe 
she actually understood what I’d been saying all along. | 
stepped closer to her. 

“What is it about you?” | asked. She replied by bobbling 
her neck and twirling her finger at her temple. 

Maybe it was because of my dream, but this time | wasn’t 
quite convinced by her look-how-dumb-l-am act. Was that 
what the dream had been trying to tell me? That Ozma and 
her secrets were the key to everything? Or at least the key 
to something? 

| looked her up and down carefully, trying to find a clue. 
This time, | found one. 

At first, it was just a glimpse of something overlaid on top 
of reality. It was like a double vision, another image that was 
barely there, hovering around the princess’s body. It 
reminded me of what Il’d seen, for a moment, when I'd 
defeated the Lion, just before I’d taken his tail. When that 
had happened, | hadn’t had time to really think about it; I’d 
been acting totally on instinct. This time | tried to really 
focus on what | was seeing. 

Again, | had to wonder how all this magic was coming so 
easily to me. Was the fact that Oz was getting its magic 
back just making it easier to take ahold of, or was | actually 
finding some kind of power of my own? And if | was, was 
that a good thing or a bad thing? 

As | let myself become distracted by questions, | felt the 
magic slipping through my grasp. | clenched my fists and 
tried harder, and then it was gone entirely. But | could tell | 


was on to something—after all, the instinct I’d had about the 
Lion’s tail had been right. | wasn’t about to give up now. | 
narrowed my eyes and tried again. 

One of the first lessons Gert had taught me about magic, 
in the long series of barely successful lessons she’d given 
me before she’d died, is that it’s hard to hold. Magic is 
tricky; it will do what it wants to, but not if you boss it 
around. You have to ask nicely. You have to think it’s the 
magic’s idea instead of yours. Kind of like Sandie 
Charlemagne, my old manager at Dusty’s Diner back in 
Kansas. 

It was a funny connection to make, but thinking of Sandie 
made me think of quicksand, and how the more you 
struggle the faster you sink, and that made me think about 
those Chinese finger traps you get when you're a little kid— 
the ones you can only get out of if you stop trying. Then | 
thought of the soap bubble trick from my mother that had 
helped me fall asleep last night. 

| decided to just let all my thoughts drift away, and as my 
mind began to clear, the glowing aura around Ozma got 
brighter and clearer while, at the same time, the princess 
herself became more and more vague. 

It wasn’t just Ozma either. Everything in the room was 
coming in and out, like when you’re driving and the radio 
reception changes depending on whether you’re going up or 
down a hill. Why not try adjusting the dial? | thought. And it 
worked. 

When | shifted my attention in one direction, the glowing 
got stronger while everything else faded away. Everything 
that had been in the room was still there, except that it was 
made out of a strange, glittering thread. The screen, the 
wash basin, the sleeping hammocks, Ozma. Even my own 
body. All of it was just energy, and all of it was connected to 
each other. 

| knew, on some level, that what | was seeing was the rea/ 
Oz. | had pulled back the curtain and stepped through it, but 


instead of finding a humbug wizard, l’d found the controls to 
the whole operation—and it turned out the whole operation 
was made out of what appeared to be magical silly string. 

Well, that makes it sound kind of lame. It wasn’t lame. It 
was literally the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. So 
beautiful that | had to try to touch it: | just reached out in 
front of me and tried to grasp one of the stray filaments 
floating randomly in the air. It swayed a little, but it didn’t 
really move, and my fingers passed right through it. When | 
tried to grab a fistful of them, | came up empty. But | found 
that if | sort of brushed my fingers against them, they 
responded to my touch as long as | didn’t push too hard. 
And if | was patient enough, | was able to move them 
around. 

It was weird and very cool, but I didn’t really see the point 
until | noticed that the wayward strings of magic that had 
seemed to be floating randomly through the air—the ones 
ld been playing with—were actually slowly gravitating 
toward something. And that something was Ozma. 

They were flowing into her, sort of, but they were also 
twisting around her body, which was the brightest thing in 
the whole room. When | looked closely, | saw that she was 
just one big knot of magic. 

And what do you do with knots? Well, duh. You untie them. 

| didn’t want to hurt her. | just wanted to see what would 
happen. And so | hovered my fingers around Ozma, trying to 
see if | could get the jumbled lines of magic to untangle 
themselves. 

At first, it seemed like it wasn’t doing anything, but after a 
few minutes, | noticed that one tiny thread was now twisting 
out from her elbow, and | managed to catch it on my finger, 
and | tugged on it, feeling just the slightest bit of give. 

| bit my lip in concentration, careful not to pull too hard. 
And, just like | was tugging on a loose string on an old 
sweater from the thrift store, Ozma began to unravel. 


No—it wasn’t her that was unraveling, exactly. It was more 
like | was unraveling some kind of spell. Meanwhile, Ozma 
herself was changing shape. She was getting bigger. Taller. 
Her shoulders broadened into a man’s. Well, a boy’s, | 
guess. And | could tell from his slouch and the tilt of his 
head that it was a boy | knew. 

“Pete,” | muttered under my breath. 

As soon as | spoke, it all slipped away. | was back in the 
real world, Ozma was gone, and Pete was standing right in 
front of me, wide-eyed in surprise. He took a step backward 
toward the door and held up his hands, looking as guilty and 
sheepish as someone who has just been caught shoplifting a 
Hostess Twinkie from the Piggly Wiggly. 

“Um, hey?” he said. “So, uh, that was pretty weird, huh?” 
He scanned me up and down. “Nice outfit,” he said, 
grinning. 

| didn’t know what to think. All | knew was that Pete had 
played me one too many times already, even if | didn’t know 
why, and I wasn’t going to let him do it again. 

Still, | couldn’t help it if | was just a little bit happy to see 
him. Because it was Pete, who had saved my life about five 
minutes after I’d first arrived in Oz. Pete, who had kept me 
from going crazy when I'd been trapped in Dorothy’s 
dungeons. Pete, who had been the only person | could talk 
to when | had been posing as a servant in the Emerald 
Palace. 

“Forget the outfit,” | said shortly. | took a step back and 
felt a sizzle of heat in my palm as my knife appeared 
without me even calling for it. “I think it’s time for you to do 
some talking.” 

He brushed his dark hair from his green eyes. The same 
exact eyes that belonged to Ozma. He looked away and 
took a deep breath. When our eyes met again, | suddenly 
Saw a sadness in him that | recognized from somewhere. 
“It’s kind of a long story,” he said. “Don’t we have better 
things to talk about?” 


“Dude,” | said. | took a step toward him, and | saw him 
glance at my knife. | didn’t want to fight him, but | would, if 
it came to it. “I’ve known you longer than anyone else in 
this whole messed-up fairyland, and | still don’t know you at 
all. All you’ve done is lie to me. So yeah,” | spat. “I like you. | 
think. But | think you’d better start giving me some 
explanations.” 

Pete just nodded with resigned understanding. He took a 
deep breath and slumped against the wall, folding his tense, 
sinewy arms across his chest. “Okay,” he said. “But you 
might as well have a seat, ’cause | wasn’t kidding when | 
said it was a long story. And | don’t even know the whole 
thing.” 

| considered it, and then sat back down in the hammock 
I'd slept in, leaving my bare feet firm on the ground to 
steady myself. For now, | kept my knife in my hand. | didn’t 
think | would need it, but you could never be too safe 
around here. 

“Let’s hear it,” | said. “Just tell me everything you do 
know.” 

“Where should I start?” 

“The beginning.” 

So Pete started at the beginning. “Once upon atime... ,” 
he said. 


SEVEN 


“Once upon a time,” Pete began, “there was a little girl—a 
fairy, actually, but who knows what a fairy really even is? 
I’ve always been sort of fuzzy on that. Anyway. She was a 
princess. Or, well, really she wasn’t a princess at all, 
because she had no parents, so technically she was the 
queen. But everyone thought it seemed dumb to call her a 
queen, because she was just a baby. | mean, she couldn’t 
even walk. So they called her Princess Ozma.” 

“How can a baby be queen?” | asked. “Was she just 
crawling around the palace by herself? Who was taking care 
of her? And, like, who was ruling Oz?” 

“She had a nursemaid,” Pete explained. “A winged 
monkey named Lulu whose family had worked for the royal 
family for ages. She took care of Ozma, and after a time, 
Lulu came to think of Ozma as her own.” 

| did a double take. “Wait a minute,” | said. “Queen Lulu?” 

“I guess that’s what she’s calling herself these days,” Pete 
said with a rueful smile. “Everyone and their babysitter’s 
got a crown in this stupid fairyland, huh?” 

“Actually, Queen Lulu wears a tutu and cat-eye 
sunglasses,” | pointed out. 

Pete snickered. “I meant, like, a metaphorical crown,” he 
said. “Because, look, the thing about Oz that you have to 
understand is there’s only one true queen. It didn’t matter 
that Ozma was a baby or whatever. She’s the only living 
descendant of the fairy Lurline, so that makes her the one in 
charge. It’s like the law or something. They call it Old Magic. 
Look, | don’t totally understand it either, but | don’t have to. 
Everything sort of depends on it, you know?” 


“Not really,” | said. “But keep going. Maybe l'Il get it 
later.” 

“The point is that basically no one was in charge. So when 
the Wizard showed up from god knows where, well—let’s 
just say the people of Oz were ready for some real 
leadership. Didn’t even really matter that he wasn’t a wizard 
at all. So he sets himself up in the palace, takes the baby 
Ozma, sells her to Mombi, and—” 

“Hold up,” | interjected. This story was getting more 
confusing by the second. “He just takes the baby?” 

Pete raised his eyebrows in consternation. “If | have to 
give you every little detail it’s going to take all day.” 

“But what about Lulu?” | asked. “If she was supposed to 
be taking care of Ozma, why didn’t she stop him?” 

Pete shook his head sadly. “He found this magic hat thing. 
If you have the hat, you control the monkeys. This was a 
long time ago, remember—Dorothy must still have the hat 
lying around somewhere nowadays. Anyway, the Wizard 
gave the magic hat to the Wicked Witch of the West in 
exchange for her help, and she made all the monkeys into 
her slaves. So that got rid of Lulu, and then the Wizard could 
do what he wanted.” 

“| never realized the Wizard was such a total dick,” | said. 
“Although, | guess by now | should know better.” Pete just 
gave me a look, annoyed. 

| settled back in my seat and willed myself to shut up. | 
was sort of glad | did, because it was a good story. Crazy, 
but good. This is what he told me: 


Once upon a time and long ago (but not that long 
ago), in the land that may by now be familiar to you, 
there lived a fairy princess who, like every fairy queen 
before her, had been born from a flower that grew from 
the center of an ancient fountain that sat in the center 
of a maze where the land’s magic was at its strongest. 


Because of certain unbendable principles of this very 
magic, the kingdom was the girl’s to protect and rule. 

Her name was Ozma, and, the fact is, she was far too 
small to be much of a leader. 

Despite this deficit, the princess was beloved by all, 
and most of all by her loyal nanny, a flying monkey by 
the name of Lulu. Lulu doted on Ozma and cared for her 
fiercely in the absence of parents, governing Oz herself 
as Ozma’s proxy until the day that the little princess 
was old enough to take over the job. 

Lulu was pragmatic and fair, and although all was not 
perfect, all should have at least been well. But it was 
not, for there were other forces at work. Yes, there were 
witches involved—if there’s something to be involved in, 
you can be sure that witches will always be lurking 
nearby. But in this case, the witches were not the real 
problem. The real problem was a newcomer to the 
kingdom who had arrived in a strange, colorful flying 
machine and took to falsely calling himself a wizard. 

At first, this false Wizard went unnoticed as he 
traveled through the wondrous kingdom, exploring its 
customs, its outlands, and, naturally, its magic. And 
when he had decided that the time was right, he 
journeyed to a city made of emeralds to seek an 
audience with the queen. 

It wasn’t until he saw Ozma that he realized she 
wasn’t much of a queen at all. He had heard she was 
young, but this, he thought, was ridiculous. 

The Wizard could see that Oz was in desperate need 
of a true leader. With no one minding the shop except a 
monkey and an infant, he was certain that the kingdom 
would quickly fall into disrepair. So he considered it his 
solemn duty—perhaps his destiny?—to save this strange 
and beautiful fairyland from itself. 

Why shouldn’t he be king? he wondered. (Never mind 
that, in all its history, Oz had only had queens. The 


Wizard was from a place called America, and to him, a 
female ruler was a strange and unsettling notion.) Other 
than the witches, who were too consumed with 
squabbling with each other to be in charge of anything, 
no one seemed much interested in leadership, least of 
all baby Ozma. 

So the Wizard hatched a scheme. 

Before we get to that scheme, let us return, for a 
moment, to the witches. There were four of them. Two 
were evil, two were good (supposedly), and all of them 
were silly and petty, if fearsome. The wickedest of them, 
the Western Witch, was also somewhat less silly than 
the rest, and so it was she with whom the Wizard chose 
to conspire. Through this conspiracy, the Wizard 
snatched Princess Ozma from the monkey Lulu, and 
conscripted the poor beast, along with her winged 
brothers and sisters, into the Western’ Witch’s 
enslavement. 

Then, because the Wizard knew that the people of Oz 
would never accept him as their king so long as they 
believed the princess was alive, and because the Old 
Magic that courses through everything in the land would 
not allow him to kill the princess outright, he sent her 
north, to the hag Mombi, who had her own motives for 
taking the baby in. To ensure that Ozma would remain 
safely hidden, it was decided that old Mombi would 
enchant the child and keep her far away from the eyes 
of the world. 

And so many years passed. Meanwhile, changes were 
afoot in Oz, brought on once again by a visitor from the 
Other Place: not the Wizard, this time, but a plucky and 
plainspoken farm girl named Dorothy Gale. Within 
weeks of her arrival, Dorothy made short work of killing 
two witches and, finally, exposing the Wizard himself 
and banishing him. 


With the Wizard deposed, Dorothy could have held the 
crown herself. But being of sentimental and truly 
generous spirit, Dorothy was of the belief that there was 
No Place Like Home. Thus, she chose to forgo a seat on 
the emerald throne in order to return to the place your 
people call Kansas. So again, there was a vacuum of 
power. 

This time it was filled by Dorothy’s companion the 
Scarecrow—who, even having been blessed by the 
Wizard with a set of artificial brains, was a few bales 
short of a haystack and was not much up to the task of 
kingship. Chaos ran rampant. 

During all these goings-on, Tippetarius, the princess 
formerly known as Ozma, who by now had come to be 
known simply as Tip, was in Gillikin Country, far away 
from the tumult and intrigue of the Emerald City. 

Tip had grown weary of his lot in life. And so he left 
Mombi, and set out to seek his fortune. 

Remember this: Old Magic runs deep. It finds a way to 
prevail. Perhaps it was Old Magic that compelled Tip to 
leave the only home he’d ever known. Either way, Tip 
wound his way down a strange and treacherous path 
through Oz, surviving trial after trial, until he finally 
found himself in the Emerald City. 

There, Tip came face-to-face with the sorceress 
Glinda, who was easily able to see through Mombi’s 
shoddy enchantment. Tippetarius was revealed as 
Ozma, and with that, the rightful queen was restored to 
her throne, and for the first time in many years, OZ was 
a truly happy place. 

But with all the turmoil in the land, Glinda’s hold on 
power had been dwindling, and she had thought that 
young and inexperienced Ozma would make a suitable 
pawn. She was incorrect. And so, being unable to rid 
herself of the princess, Glinda arranged for Dorothy’s 
return. 


At first, the kingdom was overjoyed to have their 
beloved heroine back, and Ozma welcomed the girl into 
the palace. Soon, though, the princess discovered that 
Dorothy was no longer the bright-eyed, kindhearted girl 
that she had been on her first voyage. Something had 
changed. Like the Wizard before her, she lusted for 
power, fame, and, above all, magic. Soon, Ozma 
decided that it would be better for all if Dorothy 
returned to Kansas. 

This displeased Dorothy greatly. In fact, it drove her 
into a wild fury. In a fit of rage, Dorothy—who had great 
power but little experience with magic—cast a wild and 
unpredictable spell on Ozma that left the princess in the 
dim-witted state in which she can now be found. And 
Dorothy got the thing that she had come to desire most: 
Oz. 

Which, of course, brings us to the moment in Oz’s 
history in which you find yourself, save for one final 
detail that very few people know, including Dorothy 
herself. And this is where it gets weird: 

When Mombi transformed the baby Ozma into 
Tippetarius, she was out of her depth. Remember this 
was many years ago. Mombi was a bit second-rate as a 
spell caster in those days, and not even skilled enough 
to call herself a true witch. She had meant to simply 
disguise Ozma’s physical form. Instead, in creating Tip, 
she split Ozma’s soul. Tippetarius was not just a new 
name for a made-over Ozma. He was an entirely 
different person, with his own thoughts, feelings, and 
personality. And although Dorothy’s spell had erased 
Ozma’s mind—or, at least, turned it off—it had not 
erased Tip’s. 

Which ts why, in certain moments, Tip, who had been 
in Ozma somewhere, all along, was able to emerge, 
both in body and in spirit. In those moments, Tip was 
able to carve out a certain kind of half-life for himself. 


Now that he finally knew who he was, he was able to 
understand everything that he wasn’t—everything that 
had been taken away from him, and everything that he 
had never been allowed to be. 

He no longer felt like Tip. So he decided to call himself 
Pete. 


With that, Pete looked up at me, his dark, messy hair falling 
in front of his eyes, a self-conscious half smile on his lips. In 
that moment, he looked vulnerable and unsure of himself. | 
wanted to get up and give him a hug, or something, but | 
wasn’t sure if that would be weird. | had a million things | 
wanted to ask him—my head was spinning with them—but it 
seemed like now wasn’t the right time. So | didn’t say 
anything for a minute. 

And then, when the silence just started being awkward, | 
said, “Let’s go for a walk. | could use some air, | think.” 

Pete looked relieved. “You think you could use some fresh 
air. Think about me,” he laughed. “I’ve been cooped up ina 
teeny tiny little corner of a fairy princess’s brain for god 
knows how long.” He paused. “How long have | been cooped 
up in there, this time?” 

“Not that long, actually,” | said. “Just like a couple of days. 
But it felt like a lot longer.” 

“Well, it’s Oz,” he said. “The whole concept of time lost its 
meaning ages ago.” 

“You're telling me,” | said. “Now let’s go. | think | know a 
good spot.” With that, Pete grabbed my hand, hoisted me 
up, and we headed out into the sun. 

It was a perfect day out, and the whole world looked 
gilded in golden-green. Monkeys were everywhere, out 
Strolling, bounding through the tree branches, and frolicking 
in the pools under the waterfall, just enjoying the weather. 

“Wow,” Pete said, watching them playing. “At least 
someone in Oz is having fun these days.” 

“Yeah,” | said. “Lucky them.” 


Pete gave me a sly glance. “You know,” he said. “We could 
take an hour off ourselves. Wanna go for a swim?” 

It took me a second to agree, but in the end, it was too 
tempting to resist. “Sounds like a plan,” | said. 

So we made our way across a rope bridge and down a set 
of wooden stairs to the entrance of the monkey baths. From 
here, they looked even more impressive—it was like the 
world’s most exotic water park, complete with a giant 
waterslide that started at the top pool and spiraled to the 
bottom in a series of death-defying drops and hairpin turns 
that made me shudder. 

We found a smallish pool that was mostly hidden from 
sight by leaves but was still sunny enough to be warm. Pete 
Stripped off his shirt and his loose-fitting pants, then jumped 
into the water in just his undershorts. 

A few seconds later, he emerged, grinning. He climbed 
back up onto the edge of the pool and shook himself off like 
a dog, flexing every muscle in his white, slender torso. | 
tried not to stare. 

“You have to come in,” he said. “The water’s incredible.” 

“| don’t have a bathing suit,” | said. | was suddenly feeling 
shy. 

Pete gave me a whatever look. “Who cares? Anyway, can’t 
you just magic yourself something else?” he asked. “I 
thought you’d gone all witch now.” 

“The Order’s training camp isn’t exactly fashion school,” | 
said. “If you need me to incinerate someone, though, I’m 
your girl.” Then | thought of something. “Hey,” | said, with a 
sly, sidelong glance in his direction, hoping | wasn’t hitting 
on a touchy subject. “What about you? Aren’t you a fairy or 
whatever?” 

Pete grimaced like I’d just insulted him. “Um, no,” he said. 
Then he caught himself. “I mean, not exactly,” he said, more 
calmly. He paused and looked at the ground. “Well, maybe, | 
guess. Maybe technically? But | can’t do magic,” he said. 


“Not even a simple spell. | don’t really know why. | wish | 
could.” 

This time, when he jumped in, he did it in a huge 
cannonball, purposely drenching me with the splash. “Come 
on,” he said. “I won’t look. | promise. Anyway, | hate to tell 
you, but I’ve already seen you in your underwear.” 

“What? When?” 

“Um, try this morning?” Pete said. Then he screwed his 
face up and started talking in a squeaky voice. “I have to 
find Nox,” he said. “He’s the only one | trust.” 

It took me a beat to realize that he was mimicking me. 

“You heard that?” | asked, my stomach dropping as | 
realized exactly what he was saying. Trying to remember 
everything I’d said and done around Ozma with no idea that 
I'd had an audience beyond one catatonic princess. “What 
else did you hear?” | asked, not sure | wanted to know the 
answer. 

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Not everything. When 
Ozma’s in charge, things are sort of fuzzy. Sometimes | miss 
days at a time; other times it’s like I’m seeing through her 
eyes. But don’t worry—l try to be a gentleman about it. 
Anyway, now we're even. You’ve seen me in my underwear, 
and you know all my secrets. Plus, | don’t care about your 
crush on Nox. Is it Supposed to be surprising? Who can resist 
an angry, tortured rebel type? Especially when he’s—you 
know ... extremely attractive.” 

He dove back under the water without waiting for my 
answer, and | watched his pale figure disappear as he went 
deeper and deeper below the surface. | was basically dying 
to go in myself. 

Screw it, | thought. | couldn’t remember the last time I'd 
gone for a real swim. It would be a total waste to pass up 
the opportunity now. So without thinking about it anymore, | 
Stripped down to my bra and my leopard print granny 
panties and jumped in. 


The water felt better than I’d imagined was possible. It 
was cool, but not freezing, and there was something about it 
that gave my skin a minty tingle. | stayed under as long as | 
could, just letting it seep into me. 

Finally, | had to come up for air, and when | did, Pete was 
waiting. He grabbed me around my waist and lifted me into 
his arms, both of us laughing, then tossed me across the 
pool. 

“You suck!” | shouted at him after | recovered myself. He 
was still laughing, but then his laughing stopped and his 
smile turned into something more serious. “lIl tell you one 
other thing | saw,” he said. His tone wasn’t mean, just 
concerned or something. “I saw you fighting the Lion. I’m 
glad you did what you did, but...” 

He didn’t seem to be able to put it into words. But he 
didn’t have to. I’d been trying to put it out of my mind ever 
since it had happened. 

“I know,” was all | said. 

He wasn’t going to let it go quite that easily. “It’s just like . 
. . Dorothy was good once upon a time, too, you know? Not 
just good. She was the best. Until the magic got ahold of 
her.” 

“I know,” | said. He didn’t look away. “I know,” | repeated. 

“You know what that means, right?” 

But before | could reply, there was a crashing sound, a 
burst of purple smoke, and Mombi was sprawled out on a 
bamboo platform next to the water, right between where 
Pete stood and | sat. 

Her face was bruised and swollen. Her cloak was in 
tatters. 

She looked from me to Pete and back. “Well,” she said in a 
strained voice. “I’m glad to see you two are getting along.” 

Then her eyes rolled back in her head, and she crumpled 
to the ground. 


EIGHT 


Later that afternoon, | once again found myself in Queen 
Lulu’s chambers, which the monkeys had transformed into a 
makeshift courtroom. Mombi was on trial. 

In addition to being queen of the monkeys, it turned out 
that Lulu was also the chief justice of their supreme court, 
and she was presiding in a long black robe and a crooked 
white judge’s wig, clutching an oversize gavel in her paw. All 
around the room, the members of the monkey council were 
perched in whatever spots they could find, all of them 
outfitted in somber courtroom garb, monkey style. 

The hours following Mombi’s surprise arrival had been a 
blur. We had no idea where she’d been or how she'd found 
us. Within seconds of her collapse, a retinue of monkey 
guards in beefeater uniforms had swept in—apparently her 
teleportation spell had tripped their alarms. The Wingless 
Ones had not been amused to have yet another witch in 
their presence, and as they’d hauled her motionless body 
off to the monkey slammer, it was unclear whether she was 
even still alive. 

If she was dead, it was even more unclear how | felt about 
it. Of all the members of the Order whom I'd met, Mombi 
was the one | trusted the least. She had lied to me more 
than once, and she had always seemed to have the most 
right to call herself wicked. 

But, for better or worse, | had bound myself to her, in 
more ways than one. And, on top of that, | had questions | 
needed to ask her. 

Queen Lulu had declared that the trial be held as soon as 
Mombi woke up. /f she woke up. And while Pete—who Lulu, 


oddly, had been unsurprised to see instead of Ozma—had 
been barred from entering the queen’s chamber, / had been 
chosen to act as Mombi’s lawyer, for reasons | couldn’t 
make sense of. 

Now, here we were. I’d heard of kangaroo courts and even 
monkey trials, but this was taking it to a whole new level. 
Not that it mattered much anyway—l’d been in Oz long 
enough to know that courtroom procedure around here 
didn’t have much in common with what | knew from 
watching SVU reruns. In Oz—in my experience at least— 
there was no due process, no Fifth Amendment to plead, 
and if the judges were sassy, it wasn’t usually in a well- 
meaning, salt-of-the-earth kind of way. It was usually more 
like sassy-psychotic. 

For Mombi’s sake, | could only hope that Lulu was a more 
evenhanded judge than Dorothy had been when /’d been 
put on trial. 

“This court will now come to order!” Lulu barked from the 
bench, which was really just her throne. “The despicable 
crone known as Mombi stands accused of high witchery, 
gross dishonesty, untold crimes against monkeys, 
outrageous trespassing, and general unpleasantness. Also, 
She is extremely unattractive. Miss Amy, do you speak for 
the witch?” 

| was standing behind a long, wooden table that had been 
set up in the middle of the chamber. 

“Uh, I’m not exactly a lawyer,” | said, addressing Lulu and 
the rest of the monkeys. “But do you really think she’s fit to 
be put on trial? Look at her—she can barely stand up at all.” 

It was true. On her best day, Mombi was haggard and 
withered, but you only had to spend a minute or two with 
her to realize how tough she was despite her old age. Today 
was the first time she’d ever truly appeared fragile. There 
was something about it that was unsettling, and | was 
reminded of the first time | had ever really understood that 


” 


when my mom was “relaxing, 
not taking a funny kind of nap. 

It was that feeling you get when you realize that the 
person you've always looked to for protection can’t help you 
at all—that she, not you, is the one who needs taking care 
of. 

Mombi was leaning heavily on the table, hunched over, 
her shoulders trembling as she strained under every breath. 
It was no secret to anyone in the room that she was in 
serious pain. She had a stool next to her if she wanted it, 
but she was standing. You had to give her credit for poise. 

| had to get her out of here and make her get better, if for 
no other reason than because she was my best chance of 
figuring out what was going on. Not to mention my best 
hope for finding Nox. 

“Your honor,” | said, addressing the queen as politely as | 
could. 

“Your royal honor,” Lulu corrected me in her high-pitched, 
nasal singsong. 

“Sorry, your royal honor,” | said. “But | think we need to 
get Mombi to someone who can help her. It’s—” 

“Zip-zip!” Queen Lulu barked, pulling her fingers across 
her lips. Suddenly | realized who she reminded me of: Judge 
Judy. Now this was a version of the law | recognized. Back 
home, Judge Judy was my mother’s favorite show—Mom was 
always coming up with enemies she wanted to face off 
against in Judy’s courtroom. You know, like our landlord, the 
lady in the next trailer over with the annoying dog, the 
bartender at Paddy O’Hooligan’s who wouldn’t serve her a 
third drink. She was always sure she would win. Big surprise, 
she never quite got around to filling out all the applications 
to get Judge Judy to take her cases. 

The good news was that if this was Judge Judy, | knew how 
to deal with it. Basically, | just had to suck up. “It’s an honor 
to appear before you today,” | said to Lulu, smiling 
smarmily. She seemed pleased at my deference, and as she 


she was high as a kite and 


shuffled some papers around in front of her, | looked over at 
Mombi. “Are you okay?” | whispered. 

“I'll be fine,” she muttered through gritted teeth. But she 
didn’t look fine. 

“How should | say you plead?” | asked. 

Mombi wheezed. “Guilty!” she cackled to the room at 
large, doubling over at the effort it took just to laugh. 

“Miss Gumm,” Lulu said sternly. For some reason— 
procedure?—she was refusing to speak to Mombi. “Please 
remind your witch friend that the sentence for her crimes is 
death.” 

“I’m sorry,” | said. “But can you remind me exactly what 
her crimes are?” 

My words were lost in the pandemonium that had broken 
loose as Lulu had announced the penalty and the rest of 
monkeys began hooting and chattering and jumping up and 
down. 

“Kill the witch!” screeched a monkey—the one who had 
looked so cute in his little green overalls just yesterday. 

“Burn her!” a smaller monkey shouted. 

Then they were all yelling at once: 

“Melt her with water!” 

“Make her pay!” 

“Witches get stitches!” 

Queen Lulu let the pandemonium go on for a long spell, 
looking extremely pleased at the scene she’d created. 
Finally, when things were threatening to get truly out of 
hand, she hopped up in her seat and waved her tiny, furry 
fists. 

“Shut up!” she screeched. She didn’t really seem angry, 
just excited. “All of you! I’m in charge here!” The room 
Snapped to silence as | heard Mombi clear her throat. All 
eyes turned back to her. 

“Monkeys of the court,” she said. Her voice was measured 
and quiet, but had a commanding edge to it. “If | may 
speak.” Mombi gathered herself up and stood tall, clearly 


trying to summon as much dignity as she could. You know, 
given the situation. 

“I stand before you bruised and bloodied,” she said, 
laboring over each word. If this were Judge Judy I'd probably 
have assumed it was all a show, and that she was playing 
the victim card. But Mombi looked like she was in real pain. 
“My comrades, the Revolutionary Order of the Wicked, are 
lost, scattered to the four corners of Oz—an Oz whose future 
has never been more in doubt. My magical abilities are 
almost completely drained. In short, | am a shadow of 
myself. Why? Because | have been fighting a war for many 
years. | have done this not for power, not for glory, but for 
Oz. | fight not just for myself, but for the Munchkins, and the 
Nomes, and yes, for the monkeys—for winged and wingless 
alike. You ask me how | plead. If | am accused of fighting for 
those who cannot fight, then I refuse to pretend at anything 
other than the truth. Of that crime, | am guilty.” 

As she rolled along, | could see a fearsome glimmer of the 
Mombi | knew returning as she marshaled the little strength 
she had left to make her plea. She was building up steam. 

“But what of those who can fight, and choose not to? 
Wingless Ones, while you cavort mindlessly in the trees, far 
from the troubles below, your brothers and sisters are in 
chains, forced to serve their mistress’s cruel whims. You turn 
your backs on them simply because you think that they are 
not as brave as you. Need | remind you what those backs 
look like now? Did you deform yourselves—pay the ultimate 
price—just so you could cover your eyes and ears to the 
truth? Is this bravery?” 

She fluttered a quivering hand around the room 
dismissively and went on. “But | am not a young witch, and | 
know very well that monkeys do not learn new tricks easily. 
So | do not stand here asking you to fight. | only ask that 
you grant me safe harbor so that | might continue to do 
battle on your behalf.” 


| was impressed—even after all the time I’d spent with her 
in the Order’s headquarters, I’d never been completely 
convinced that she was really the freedom fighter she 
claimed to be. As much as Nox had always sworn otherwise, 
I'd always had a nagging suspicion that maybe she was just 
an opportunist, eager to get rid of Dorothy so that she could 
be in power for herself. 

Now, listening to her speech, | saw the true passion she 
had for what she believed in. It was hard not to admire it. 

The monkeys of the council all looked convinced, too, and 
were exchanging nervous, thoughtful glances. The only one 
who didn’t seem to be buying it was Queen Lulu, whose 
eyes were fiery with anger. 

“Save me the sob story, sister,” Lulu said. “You talk a 
good game, but | wouldn’t call bingo just yet. We all know 
who you are. We all know what you’ve done. If it weren’t for 
you, Oz might not be in this mess in the first place. Or are 
you forgetting the little deal you cut with the Wizard way 
back when?” 

There was murmuring among the monkeys, but Mombi cut 
in. 

“What do you want me to say?” she bellowed, suddenly 
full-throated in her rage. “That I’m nothing but a common 
bush hag like Glinda the Supposedly Good? You want me to 
say it? Yes, I’ve been wicked, and | regret my crimes! You 
want more blood? Well, if it’s blood you want, you’ll have 
that, too, | promise. Just let it be Dorothy’s blood—and mine, 
if it comes to it—rather than your own and the blood of your 
people. Persecute me not, Wingless Ones. Instead, let me 
rest here safely to recover my strength so that | can help 
destroy our oppressor before she destroys us all.” 

With that, Mombi collapsed breathlessly onto the stool at 
her side, and there was silence again. Queen Lulu stroked 
the hairs on her chin in contemplation, and then, finally, 
climbed up onto the back of her throne. She slammed her 


gavel against the wall of the royal tree hut with so much 
force that the whole structure shook. 

“The court has reached its decision!” she said. | took a 
step back in surprise. Wait, that was /t? “Mombi, as not even 
you yourself dispute the charges against you, you have 
been found guilty on every count.” 

There was a murmur throughout the room, and | held my 
breath, waiting to see what came next. Was | going to have 
to fight to save her? The Tin Woodman, fine. The Lion, okay. 
They were both monsters. But | hadn’t signed up to kill any 
monkeys. And | also wasn’t going to let them just kill Mombi 
for no reason. 

Luckily, | didn’t have to make that choice. Because Lulu 
wasn’t done: 

“However,” the queen went on. “In my role as monarch of 
the monkeys, | have chosen to overrule the decision of the 
court. There can be no doubt that Mombi is as guilty as a 
nun dancing the hoochie coochie on Sunday morning. Even 
she admits it. But for now, witch, out of the goodness of my 
heart, I’m reducing your sentence and placing you under 
house arrest.” 

She banged her gavel again. She liked that gavel. “Justice 
has been served!” she proclaimed. “Miss Gumm, you may 
escort the convict back to the Princess Suite, where she will 
be allowed to contemplate her crimes while she 
recuperates. But | remind you once again: no magic. 
Capisce?” 

“Capisce, your royal honor,” | said. 

The court broke out into applause, and Mombi nodded 
solemnly. She stood, and slowly began hobbling to the door. 
When she got there, she stopped and looked over her 
shoulder, glaring at me. “Well?” she asked impatiently. “Are 
you going to escort me or not?” 

| looked at Lulu, who nodded, dismissing me, and then 
followed the witch. | still wasn’t sure what had just 
happened. | was just glad it was all over. 


NINE 


” 


“Monkeys,” Mombi muttered as soon as we were outside 
and out of earshot. “Winged, wingless, makes no difference. 
They’re alla damn pain in the ass. Now let’s get out of here 
before they change their minds. | could use a good foot 
massage after a day like this.” 

She flashed me a sly grin, baring two crooked, slimy rows 
of teeth the color of moldy corn chips. 

“You were amazing in there,” | said. “I’ve never heard you 
talk like that. All this time, | was never totally sure that you 
really cared.” 

Mombi replied with a guffaw that turned into a hacking 
cough. “Oh, please,” she croaked when she’d recovered 
herself. “You really bought all that? | doubt even the queen 
herself believed a word of it. But, you know, Lulu and | go 
way back. This is at least the third time I’ve had to go before 
the monkey court, and it’s always exactly the same. In the 
end, she’s nothing but a puffed-up scullery maid at heart. 
You have to make her feel powerful—let her have her little 
trial; drum up some tears to show you respect her.” 

| looked at her incredulously, kicking myself for being 
taken in by her load of bullshit in front of the monkey court. 
But had it been bullshit? With Mombi, you never really knew. 

“But... ,” | started, and then stopped. Whether or not 
Mombi had actually been sincere was the least of what | 
cared about right now, and | didn’t have the patience to play 
games anymore. “Just tell me what’s going on,” | said. “After 
everything I’ve done for you, | deserve some honesty.” 

We had come to the twisting, narrow staircase that led 
down to the rest of the village. She took a deep breath when 


she realized that she had to get down there somehow. 

“Well, isn’t this nice,” she said. She looked totally 
humiliated as | put an arm around her waist to steady her. | 
clutched her frail body tightly, worried that if | didn’t drop 
her | might break her, and we made a slow, careful descent 
into the trees. 

“Where were you?” | asked her. “What happened?” | was 
desperate to know what was going on, and at the same 
time, | wasn’t sure if | wanted to hear the answer. “After I.. 
.” | trailed off. 

What | couldn’t say: after I failed. After | abandoned 
everyone. After | let Dorothy get away with her life. | knew it 
wasn’t my fault. Nothing | could have done would have 
changed anything. According to the Wizard, the only way to 
kill Dorothy was to remove the Tin Woodman’s heart, steal 
the Scarecrow’s brain, and take the Lion’s courage— 
something Mombi and the Order had failed to mention. But 
it didn’t matter what | knew now. The fact that I’d been 
given a job, failed, and ran away had been eating away at 
me ever since I'd left the Emerald City. 

“Let’s just say it didn’t go exactly as planned,” Mombi 
said. “Then again, | Suppose you know that already.” She 
glanced at me ruefully. 

“It was fine at first. Better than fine, actually. While you 
tried to deal with Dorothy, and | worked to place a field 
around the palace to block her from using her magic, 
Glamora and Annabel led several of the Order’s other 
members on a mission to destroy the devices that Glinda 
had placed around the city to store and convert the magical 
energy they had been mining from Munchkin Country. Their 
success is the reason you may have noticed a sudden 
resurgence of enchantment throughout the kingdom.” 

| nodded. I’d already figured most of that out, but | would 
have liked to have known about it from the start. “And 
then?” | asked. 


“Then? What do you think happened then? You failed, and 
we did what we've always done. We kept fighting so you 
could have a running start without anyone following. 
Wanted to give you the best chance of escaping that we 
could.” 

“Thank you,” | said simply. 

Mombi reacted by rolling her eyes. “We weren’t doing it to 
be nice,” she said. “We were doing it because we need you. 
Personally, | would have given you right up, if | didn’t know 
how important you are. Lucky you. It wasn’t a fun fight, ora 
fair one. There were too many of them. Glinda, the Lion’s 
beasts, the Tin Soldiers. It felt like it went on for days— 
maybe it did. By the end, | don’t even know who we were 
fighting. Some of them were Dorothy’s people but others. . 
.” She shook her head. “Hell, maybe we were fighting our 
damn selves by the end. | just don’t know.” 

With that, she sighed a creaky, defeated sigh. | felt like 
someone had stepped on my heart. She hadn’t answered 
the only question | really cared about. 

“What about the others?” | asked. 

“It was chaos. Nox, Glamora, and | were separated from 
the rest of the Order. We were surrounded. Cornered. There 
were just too many of them. You see the shape I’m in now. | 
didn’t look any better back there, and neither did they. Let 
me tell you, it’s going to take a mighty long trip to the hair 
salon for Glamora to get herself all clean and pretty again. 
We weren’t going to make it. Simple as that. So | zapped us 
out of there. It was the only thing to be done. Tried to get us 
back to headquarters. But teleporting’s tricky stuff even on 
a good day, and with more than one person? Over that kind 
of distance?” She let out a long whistle. “That wasn’t a good 
day, and I was in no shape for spelling around. Didn’t go so 
well.” 

| couldn’t stand it. “What happened to Nox?” | asked more 
urgently. “Just tell me.” 


Mombi squinted at me. “Let me explain it this way. When | 
teleport, | travel through another place. A kind of limbo, | 
guess you'd call it. It’s not very pleasant but you move 
through it so quick you barely even know you were there. 
Not this time. | lost my anchoring point—the part of the spell 
that takes us where we're going. Lost my hold on the others, 
too. Before you know it, I’m stuck in limbo, and they’re 
gone. They’re not teleporters really, don’t have much of a 
feel for it. They could be anywhere. For all | know, they’re 
still in the in-between trying to get out.” 

| let out a breath | didn’t even know I'd been holding. It 
wasn’t great news, but at least it meant that Nox was still 
alive. Probably. Maybe. “We have to find them,” I said. 

We had finally reached the bottom of our descent through 
the trees, and Mombi gingerly stepped onto a platform. She 
wriggled free from my grip and fixed me with a withering 
glare. 

“Don’t you think | know that? How do you propose we do 
it?” 

“We have to go back in and get them. Into the in-between 
or whatever.” 

“Go back? It doesn’t work that way. It’s not like taking a 
weekend in the country—you can’t go in without fixing your 
out first. That’s how you get stuck. And speaking as 
someone who was stuck in there for longer than | care to 
think about, I’m not willing to take that risk. Especially since 
we don’t even know that’s where they are. Just as likely, 
they never got stuck in the first place—could have been spit 
out the moment | lost them; could be anywhere in Oz. You 
just can’t say.” 

| wasn’t happy with her answer, but | could see that she 
was right. Still, | wasn’t going to give up on finding Nox. | 
kept that to myself, though. | had a feeling Mombi wouldn't 
be happy with my priorities. 

“How did you get out?” | asked instead. “And how did you 
know to come here?” 


“My, my, aren’t you full of questions? Don’t you think I’ve 
got a few of my own to ask you?” Mombi countered tartly. 
Then she paused, and sighed. “The truth is, | don’t know,” 
she said with a grimace, like it pained her to admit there 
was something she didn’t know. Or maybe she was just in 
actual pain. 

“It’s like being underwater in there. Like under the mud, 
really. It’s dark, it’s cold as a fairy’s ta-ta, and you can’t see 
past your own two fingers. There are things in there, too— 
and | don’t mean kitty cats. Evil, slimy things. Things you’d 
run away from if you saw them caged up in a zoo—not that 
you can see them anyway. They just hiss in your ear, drool 
on you, rub up against you in the dark. I’m a tough old 
witch, but even | have my limits. You want the truth? | was 
about to call it a day, just flip the off switch on this old bag 
of bones. There’s a spell for that, you know, and | was ready 
to cast it. To just give up for good. And that’s when | saw 
you.” 

| stepped back in surprise. “Me?” 

“No, I’m just pulling your braids. Yes, you. Now, don’t get 
confused—you’re no favorite of mine, but seeing you in 
there, out of nowhere, lit up bright as day in all that 
darkness, you were a sight for sore eyes. So | followed you. 
You disappeared before too long, but by then it didn’t matter 
—l| had myself a new anchor point, and it was you. Had to 
sniff it out some, but | kept at it, and then | was here. Would 
have preferred somewhere with less monkeys, sure, but 
beggars can’t be choosers, can they?” 

| tried to sort it all out as we walked, with Mombi 
staggering along behind me. What did it mean that she had 
seen me? Had | sent a signal to her somehow, without 
meaning to? 

| was still thinking about the question of how to find Nox 
and the others when we were finally back at our hut. It had 
taken forever for Mombi to drag her battered body across 
the rope bridges and suspended platforms of the monkey 


village and now the sun was beginning to set. It occurred to 
me that time had been passing with a surprising regularity. | 
wondered who was turning the Great Clock—Dorothy 
sometimes forgot to do it until it felt like it had been the 
same day for a year. | put my hand on the door and then 
stopped. 

“I’m sorry,” | said quietly. 

“Sorry? Sorry for what?” 

“For leaving you guys. For screwing up. If it weren’t for me 


Mombi rolled her eyes and shook her head dismissively. 

“Look, you did good, kid. Didn’t kill Dorothy, but the way | 
hear it, she’s on the run now, and that’s a start. Heard about 
what you did to the Tin Woodman, too. Good for you. We got 
the magic back, for now at least, and that’s not nothing. We 
tore the whole damn city down while we were at it, too, just 
to show Dorothy we could. Got that princess out of the 
palace, hopefully for good. Plus”—she wiggled her eyebrows 
—“we weren’t the only ones who got beat up. | had the 
pleasure of taking a big chunk out of Glinda’s pretty face. 
Been waiting a while to do that. So buck up, girl. Could be 
worse.” 

Mombi gave me a weak little swat on my arm. | knew that 
my guilt wouldn’t disappear completely until | saw with my 
own two eyes that Nox was safe—and that he didn’t hate 
me leaving him when | should have stayed behind to fight— 
but knowing that Mombi had forgiven me made me feel a 
little bit better. | gave her a thin smile and opened the door, 
eager to tell Pete about everything that I’d learned. 

| felt a surge of disappointment when | realized | wasn’t 
about to get my wish. Pete wasn’t there. Instead, Ozma sat 
cross-legged on the floor, amusing herself with a game of 
cat’s cradle using an old string she’d found somewhere. She 
was so engrossed with her private game that she didn’t 
even notice us come in. 


“Oh,” Mombi said sourly. “It’s you. Did the boy go back 
into his hidey-hole?” 

That got Ozma’s attention. She looked up and stuck her 
tongue out at Mombi. “Go away, witch,” she said. “You’re 
not my mother.” 

| should have been proud of her, but | was too busy being 
annoyed for the umpteenth time to learn yet another thing 
that had been kept from me. “So how long have you known 
about him?” | asked. 

“Known about him? | created him, didn’t 1? Wasn’t until 
more recently that | learned he could still come out to play, 
but | wasn’t too surprised. Doesn’t matter much, in the end, 
does it?” 

“Obviously it matters. I’m sick of being in the dark about 
everything,” | said. “You should have told me. It could have 
been useful to know.” 

Mombi gave a little chuckle. “You still have a lot to learn, 
don’t you?” she said. “In a war, here’s how it works: we tell 
you what you need to know to do your job, and you don’t 
ask questions. That way, when they torture you, you can’t 
give up anything important.” 

| put my face right up against Mombi’s. 

“That changes now,” | said. “If I’m going to be a part of 
your little revolution, it’s going to be as an equal, not as 
your stupid pawn. From now on, you tell me everything, and 
l'Il decide whether I listen or not.” 

Mombi looked at me like she didn’t get what the big deal 
was. “Sure,” she said. “Not many secrets left to tell anyway, 
but if | come up with something l'Il be sure to let you know 
right away. Until then, | need to rest these old bones.” 

She flopped into my hammock and stretched her arms. “At 
least I’ve got a nice place to heal up. Those monkeys may 
say they hate magic, but if there isn’t something magical 
about these beds then I’m no witch. Pity though”—she 
gestured toward Ozma—“! was so looking forward to letting 


the boy give me a foot massage, just like old times. He was 
so good at them.” 

| didn’t understand Mombi. Sometimes she seemed 
almost human, and then sometimes, like now, she... 
didn’t. She had practically raised Pete. No. Scratch the 
practically. She had raised Pete. Maybe she’d done it under 
unusual circumstances, but still. She was basically his mom, 
she hadn’t seen him in years, and now, when she’d almost 
had her chance, she didn’t seem to care at all that she’d 
missed it. 

The last time I’d seen my mother she’d been in the 
passenger seat of Tawny Lingondorff’s beat-up red Camaro, 
riding away from the home we'd shared together, knowing 
the cyclone was just about to hit. She hadn’t even looked 
back. 

“Is that all Pete was to you?” | asked Mombi, feeling my 
face flush. “Just someone who rubbed your feet? Don’t you 
care about him at all? | guess it figures. He told me all about 
what it was like growing up with you. He said you treated 
him like shit.” 

“Oh, not that old sob story again,” Mombi moaned. She 
looked perfectly relaxed in the hammock, her eyes closed, 
her head thrown back. It made it all the more infuriating. 
“You try to do a good deed for a child in need and all you 
get for it is bellyaching. Do me a favor and save the soul- 
searching for a day when there’s not a revolution 
happening.” Her eyes snapped open, and she looked me up 
and down carefully. “In the meantime, you and | have other 
things to talk about. First of all, | believe that a certain item 
has come into your possession?” 

| nodded. | was still pissed off at her—but | knew this was 
important. 

| unstrapped my bag and pulled out my first trophy: the 
Tin Woodman’s mechanical heart, which was still beating 
like a watch that didn’t know time had stopped. 


Mombi plucked it from my hand and cradled it at her 
chest. She ran her fingers over the surface and squinted 
carefully at it from every possible angle. 

“You did good, getting this,” she said. 

“Not just that,” | said. | tried not to let my pride show as | 
pulled out the Lion’s tail. “I had a run-in with the Lion after 
we left the Emerald City. One to go.” 

Mombi’s eyes widened. “I guess we trained you well,” she 
said, as she took the tail and compared the two items. She 
stretched the tail to see if it had a breaking point and 
tapped the metal heart against her teeth as if trying to 
judge exactly what it was made of. | just stood there, antsy 
and eager to get them back. 

“Fascinating,” she mused. “The Wizard wasn’t lying about 
one thing—they’re magic all right. But | can’t read the spells 
on them, and | don’t sense any special tie to Dorothy. And 
who enchanted them? The Wizard didn’t have the power to 
put any spell on anything back then—especially not spells 
this strange.” 

She scrunched her eyebrows together. “I wonder...” 

“What?” | asked. 

“Oh, who knows. Good for you, getting them. That takes 
some kind of gumption.” 

| put my hand out, and Mombi raised an eyebrow at me, 
then handed them back. “Someone’s awfully attached,” she 
said. “Be careful with those. We don’t know what they do, 
and | don’t trust the Wizard past the length of his pinkie 


finger.” 

| was barely listening as | placed the objects back into my 
bag. 

“Now,” Mombi said. “Do you have anything else to gather 
up?” 

“Gather up?” 


“Of course. Belongings. What, you thought you were 
staying here? The pool party’s over, sweetie.” She jerked 
her head toward Ozma. “Wouldn’t be much fun anymore 


now that your plaything’s packed himself back up in the toy 
box anyway, am | right?” 

| didn’t tell her | was pretty sure | could turn Ozma back 
into Pete whenever | wanted to. A girl’s got to have a few 
secrets here and there. 

“You're in no shape to travel,” | said. 

“Me?” Mombi laughed. “Who said anything about me? We 
both know I’m no good to anyone right now. I’m going to 
stay right where | am until I’m feeling better.” 

“I’m not going to just leave you like this,” | said. 

Mombi gave a wry, weak chuckle. “Oh, yes you are,” she 
said. “And don’t think I’m not going to enjoy myself. | 
deserve a little R & R. If | do say so myself. You’ve got work 
to do, though. | want you to seek out Polychrome, the 
Daughter of the Rainbow. She’s never been much of a 
joiner, but she’s helped the Order before and she’ll help us 
again. She wants Dorothy gone as much as anyone, and she 
has power. Wouldn’t be surprised if other members of the 
Order were on their way to find her, too.” 

| considered it. | had decided a while back that | was done 
taking orders from Mombi, and | wasn’t sure | wanted to 
leave the comfort and relative safety of the monkeys quite 
yet. On the other hand, if Nox was headed to find this 
rainbow lady, that was where | wanted to be, too. “How do | 
get there?” | finally asked. | hadn’t made up my mind, but | 
would hear her out. 

“Ahh, now there’s the rub. The Rainbow Citadel is no easy 
place to find. The way it usually works, Polychrome only 
opens up a door when she wants you there. Unfortunately, | 
don’t have a way to get in touch with her at the moment. So 
you'll have to find the back way in.” 

“Okay, fine. So how do | do it?” 

“It moves around,” Mombi explained. “That’s what makes 
the Rainbow Citadel so safe—and it’s how Polychrome gets 
away with having as much power as she does. Only way to 
get in uninvited is to find the back door. And no one finds 


the back door. Dorothy spent a year looking for it a while 
back. Tore apart half the kingdom, offered up a reward to 
anyone who could give her a clue, but no cigar. Eventually 
she gave up—wasn’t worth the hassle, | guess.” 

“If Dorothy can’t find it after all that, then how am / going 
to?” | asked. 

“You won't,” Mombi said. “But | have a feeling she can.” 

The witch crooked a finger at Ozma. “Come to dear old 
Mombi,” she cooed sweetly. When Ozma kept her distance, 
Mombi rolled her eyes. “Bring the little darling over here,” 
she snapped. 

| gingerly took the reluctant princess’s hand, eyeing 
Mombi warily. Ozma didn’t look pleased, but she didn’t 
resist. 

“You're not going to hurt her, are you?” | asked. 

“No, no, no. We need her,” Mombi said, looking Ozma up 
and down wolfishly. “As stupid as she looks, there’s still 
power in there. Somewhere. She’s a fairy, you know. She’s 
connected to Oz’s lifeblood in a way that none of the rest of 
us ever could be. If anyone can find the Rainbow Citadel, it’s 
her. It’s magic, she’s magic, it’s the way these things work. 
She just has to want to find it.” 

“Yeah, good luck with that,” | said. “I don’t think Ozma 
wants anything. Except maybe to play patty-cake.” 

Mombi ignored me and placed her hands on Ozma’s 
cheeks. Ozma looked like she was going to run away, but 
the witch held her firm. “Don’t be afraid,” she said. “I’m just 
an old woman. Wouldn’t hurt a fly, would 1?” 

Mombi stared deep into Ozma’s eyes and bit her lip in a 
look of mild concentration. A small, purple dot of light began 
to form in the center of the witch’s forehead. Mombi plucked 
it off like she was removing a piece of dirt and placed it in 
her palm, closing a tight fist around it. 

“Just hold still and close your eyes, my darling.” As if in a 
trance, Ozma obeyed. 


| watched the whole scene with a slightly sick feeling in 
my stomach. “Ozma’s shielded from most magic,” Mombi 
explained nonchalantly. “But when you’re dumb as a brick 
like she is, certain spells can get through well enough.” 

She opened her hand, revealing that the pinprick of 
energy had taken the form of a glowing indigo spider the 
size of a nickel. She plucked its wriggling body up and 
placed it on Ozma’s temple, where it sat for a second and 
then crawled down, across her cheekbone and onto her 
earlobe, finally skittering into her ear canal and 
disappearing. 

“Yuck.” | shuddered. 

“Oh, don’t be a ninny,” Mombi scoffed. “It’s just a little 
spell of intention. She won’t even feel it. Barely does 
anything except give her a little push in the right direction. 
Think of it like this: if | whispered / want doughnuts in your 
ear while you were asleep, you’d wake up craving 
doughnuts, isn’t that so? This isn’t much different, except 
that I’m too old a woman to stay up all night muttering in 
Ozma’s ear, especially with those enormous flower earmuffs 
she loves to wear. Just wait—she’ll be able to guide you to 
the Rainbow Citadel now. Just follow where she leads, and 
keep an eye on her along the way. Make sure she doesn’t 
walk off any cliffs or into any glass doors. And for god’s sake 
don’t let her get captured. She’s more important than she 
looks, you know.” 

| folded my arms across my chest. “So let’s say | agree to 
go looking for this Polly character?” | asked. “What do | do 
once | find her?” | asked. 

“You ask her to help you find Nox and Glamora, not to 
mention any other stray Order members she can get a line 
on. You show her those little trinkets you’ve got in your 
goody bag, and see what she makes of them. You have her 
point you in the direction of Dorothy, who, may | remind 
you, still needs to be disposed of. You ask her to return the 
shawl she borrowed from me last time she paid me a visit. 


Oh, and have her take a look at Princess Dumbbell. 
Polychrome knows a fair bit of fairy magic. Now that we’ve 
finally got Ozma out from Dorothy’s watch, maybe we can 
fix whatever spell Dorothy used to turn our beloved 
monarch’s brains into royal scrambled eggs.” 

“Oh, that’s all?” 

“Should | give you a list, or will you remember?” 

| didn’t say anything. 

| looked from Mombi to Ozma and back. | weighed my 
options. | could stay here. | could go off looking for Nox on 
my own. | could look for the Scarecrow and Dorothy without 
any clue where either of them were. Or I could just take a 
nap. 

Call me stubborn, but | didn’t really feel like obeying 
Mombi just for the sake of following orders. On the other 
hand, what if orders were, in this case, also the right thing 
to do? 

“Fine,” | said. “I'll go. But I’m not doing it for you. I’m 
doing it for Ozma.” | looked over at her. If there was a 
chance of fixing her, | wanted to give her that chance. | was 
doing it for Nox, too, but Mombi didn’t need to know that. 

“| don’t care why you’re doing it,” Mombi said. “Just go! l'Il 
find you when I’m myself again.” 

“Now?” | asked. “Can’t we wait till the morning?” 

“Certainly not. Leave in the middle of the night and no 
one will notice or ask questions. Secrecy, my dove! Even up 
here, you never know who’s watching. Anyway”—Mombi 
looked around pointedly—“I only see two hammocks, and 
three of us. What would you propose to sleep on?” 

“Can | at least say good-bye to Ollie and Maude?” 

“Can't you see I'm too weak and weary for all this 
tiresome chitchat? Tell no one! And if you encounter anyone 
on your journey, keep your trap shut. Or, better yet, kill 
them.” 

| wasn’t prepared for this. I’d been looking forward to one 
more comfortable night’s sleep, at the very least. But Nox 


was out there somewhere, needing my help. And the bug 
Mombi had dropped in Ozma’s ear must already have been 
working, because she was making for the door. 

| knew it was no use. | took a look at my dirty clothes 
heaped in the corner and decided | was better off traveling 
without them. | turned to Mombi, but she had already fallen 
asleep, and was now loudly emitting an unpleasant 
combination of a snore and a moan. 

It was time to get moving. | followed Ozma out of the 
Princess Suite. This time, | took a page from my mother’s 
book and didn’t look back. 


TE 


It was the dead of night, and Ozma and | were making our 
way through the jungle. Yet again, | was reminded of the 
dream I'd had that wasn’t quite a dream. The feeling of déjà 
vu was so visceral, tingling in my pores, setting the hairs on 
my arms on end. | ignored it and pushed ahead, following 
Ozma, and tried not to let it get to me. 

| was holding a tiny orb of flame in my palm, just bright 
enough to light our way. But still, the woods around us were 
black, and we were moving more quickly than | thought 
possible. Ozma walked ahead of me with a strange purpose, 
not seeming to even need my light to see by. She didn’t 
hesitate with a single step, but she didn’t seem to be 
following any particular path either; she was weaving and 
zigzagging through the thick clusters of trees, sometimes 
doubling back on herself, sometimes groping oddly at the 
air as if feeling for something. In her flowing white dress, 
with her luminous ivory skin flickering in the glow of my 
flame, she looked like a teenaged ghost. 

| just hoped she knew what she was doing, because | 
thought there was a distinct possibility that she was leading 
me ina circle. 

With every step we took, | second-guessed myself. Was | 
doing the right thing? It didn’t feel like it. | couldn’t 
remember the last time I’d felt so alone. | wished | had Star. 
| wished I had Indigo, or Ollie, or anyone. | wished | had Nox. 

Ozma didn’t count. Tomorrow | would try to summon Pete 
back—at least he would be someone to talk to—but for now, 
| just wanted to get out of the woods, find a place to rest, 
and take stock of things in the daylight. 


So | walked, letting Ozma lead the way. My hand was 
clenched hard around my knife, which had appeared in my 
hand without even being summoned, the way it always did 
when | sensed danger or felt out of my element. The knife 
was beginning to feel so much like a part of me—like an 
extension of my body—that it was easy to forget Nox was 
the one who had given it to me, had spent hours carving the 
bird-shaped hilt himself not just because he wanted me to 
be able to protect myself, but because he wanted me to 
have something that he had made; something that was just 
mine. 

| felt a pang of loneliness at the thought, but instead of 
getting sad, | tried to take that feeling and use it, to shape 
the pointless emotion into something more like 
determination. It felt almost like working with magic—the 
way you could take it and mold it into something different 
from what it had started as. Into something you could 
actually use. 

The thing about Nox was that | didn’t even know him that 
well. | really didn’t. 

We had kissed, what—twice? Three times? And most of 
the time that we hadn’t been kissing, it wasn’t even obvious 
that we were friends. Much less anything more than that. 

Look, it didn’t matter what we were to each other. It didn’t 
matter whether | really knew him or not. | just knew that | 
wanted to find him. 

But Nox wasn’t why | was roaming through the dark forest 
in the middle of the night. | wasn’t doing it for Mombi either, 
or for the Order, or for Ozma, although | had to admit | was 
starting to feel a certain amount of protectiveness toward 
her. | wasn’t doing it for Oz, or for justice. Some of those 
things were part of it, but they weren’t the main reason. 

For some reason, | had kept it from myself, because it had 
made me feel somehow selfish, but isn’t everyone allowed 
to be selfish sometimes? 

The real person | was doing this for was me. 


In my old life, | had been picked on by Madison Pendleton, 
taken advantage of by my mother, and ignored by pretty 
much everyone else. Because | had never been special. | 
had never been powerful. 

When I'd dreamed of getting away from Kansas, what lI’d 
really wanted was to find a place | could matter. Where | 
could be someone, and have a purpose. 

Now | had found the place where | belonged. Yeah, it 
might have been nice if it had been a fairyland with fewer 
problems—someplace a little harder to mistake for a 
nightmare—but on the other hand, the more | settled into 
this nightmare, the more | began to realize that the insanity 
of the place was what gave me this feeling of purpose that 
I'd never had before. 

Before Oz, I’d never been needed by anyone other than 
my mother, and apparently | wasn’t even much of a help to 
her. Oz, though, | could try to fix, and | was going to. 

Some people spend their whole lives searching for the one 
thing that they can do to say, / changed the world. | had 
found that thing. | might not be able to accomplish it, but | 
was going to die trying. So call me selfish. 

But that didn’t mean | wasn’t scared. | tried not to think 
about what else was out there in the woods, in the dark, 
beyond the glow cast by my fire. The jungle might not have 
been the Lion’s domain anymore, but there were still 
monsters who lived here, and they didn’t need the King of 
Beasts to tell them | would make a delicious snack. 

Lions, tigers, bears. None of those really bothered me. It 
was the thought of things | wouldn’t even be able to put a 
name to. 

It wasn’t just an abstract fear of creepy-crawlies. Ever 
since we’d left the monkeys’ treetop village, I’d had the 
sensation that we weren’t alone. | couldn’t quite place the 
feeling, or give any evidence to prove my Suspicion was 
right. But | could feel a lurking, heavy presence somewhere 


just over my shoulder, creeping behind me through the 
trees, almost close enough to reach out and grab me. 

At first, | told myself it was just my imagination, but after 
an hour of walking, | heard a telltale crunch of branches and 
a faint, wheezing grunt. 

| soun around and shone my flame up and down in the 
dark, but the only movement | saw was a giant spider half 
Skittering up the trunk of a tree to take cover from the light. 

There was a time when just that would have been enough 
to have me running for my life. Now it was nothing. 

| Knew in my gut that there was something else, though. 
Call it magical insight or just good old Kansas intuition. 
There was something bigger, badder, something dangerous. 
It had been stalking us this whole time. 

| tried to shift my focus, the way I’d done earlier in the 
day, trying to see if whatever was out there was using 
magic to hide. But nothing revealed itself except for the 
vague shimmer of energy that coated everything in Oz. And 
considering how jumpy | was feeling right now, | couldn’t be 
sure that even that was anything other than my overactive 
imagination. 

Ozma had noticed that | was hanging back, and had 
looped around to join me. She looked at me curiously and 
gazed out at the forest. 

“Mommy,” she said. A slow smile spread across her face. 
And then, more urgently, she repeated it: “Mommy!” 

Between her demented smile and the flickering light on 
her face, she looked like a horrible, beautiful jack-o’-lantern. 

Mommy. Was she talking to me? Was she trying to say 
Mombr? Or was it something else? None of the options really 
reassured me. | put a finger to my lips, and Ozma narrowed 
her eyes and nodded as if she understood. 

Without any further warning, | let the flame in my hand 
extinguish. Everything went black, and | was already a 
Shadow, effortlessly sinking into the in-between place I’d 
somehow learned to unlock over the past few days, then | 


was back, myself again, ten paces behind the place where 
I'd started. 

| couldn’t waste any time; | had to move before our 
pursuer figured out what | was doing. In one swift motion, | 
stabbed my knife into the air and brought it down in a 
crackling arc that lit the whole forest for a split second, as if 
I’d just set off a flashbulb. 

But that split second was enough: | saw it. The thing that 
had been following us was crouched menacingly behind a 
tree, its shoulders heavy and muscular. It spun its head 
toward me, and | saw its yellow eyes staring back at me in 
two thin, yellow slits. 

A chill went up my spine as | thought of the cloaked 
figures I’d seen in my dream last night. 

But those had been witches, and when this thing rose up 
onto its hind legs, | knew that it was not a witch. It was a 
monster. 

An enormous ball of orange fire was already bursting forth 
from my outstretched palm, and before | could see my flame 
hit the target, | was teleporting straight for where I’d seen it 
hiding. 

When | reappeared, | expected to hear whatever it was 
screaming as it burned. But I’d gotten cocky. When | 
materialized, there were no screams, my fire had already 
extinguished itself, and | couldn’t see anything in the 
blackness. 

Hopefully that meant it couldn’t see me either. Instead of 
trying to light things up, | decided | would try to use the 
dark to my advantage, and | mumbled a few words to cast a 
simple amplification spell. This way, even if | couldn’t see 
my attacker, I’d be able to hear it. 

| listened, turning in a careful, clockwise circle, until | had 
picked out the creature’s thumping heartbeat and labored 
breathing. 

| came up with nothing and stumbled forward. 


Suddenly, before I’d recovered my balance, a flying ball of 
muscle hit me out of nowhere like a bag of bricks. | grunted 
loudly and, instead of falling, let my body roll into a 
sideways somersault, and then flipped easily back to my 
feet. 

| was fast, but the thing was faster. It had ricocheted away 
from me before I’d even managed to get a look at it, back 
into the trees where, even with my magically heightened 
senses, | could barely make out the sound it made as it 
crawled from branch to branch. 

Just a few minutes ago, | had been feeling lonely and a 
little helpless. In other words, | could use a good fight. 

“Come and get me!” | shouted, brandishing my knife, 
knowing | barely needed it. Once again, my loneliness had 
turned, like magic, into fury. | would kill this thing with my 
bare hands if | had to. “C’mon, asshole!” | screamed, my 
voice reverberating through the trees. “I don’t care who you 
are. Mess with me again. | dare you.” 

| stopped, picking through all the sounds around me until | 
heard a soft heartbeat, a few feet away, behind a tree. But 
when | listened more closely, | realized that it didn’t belong 
to my stalker. From its steady, even pace, | knew it could 
only be Ozma—no one but her could remain so calm in the 
midst of all this. 

So | tuned it out, glad she was safe, and then focused on 
all the other sounds. 

| scanned through all of it, casting aside the noises that 
weren’t relevant—the crickets and owls in the trees, the 
Snakes slithering through the grass, the wind in the leaves— 
building a picture of my surroundings in my head. When | 
listened hard, it was almost like being able to see again. 

It only took me a minute but then | found it. Thump. 
Thump. Thump. 

The noise wasn’t coming from anywhere near where I’d 
been looking for it, but once | found it, it was unmistakable. 


The beast’s heart was racing from adrenaline; its breathing 
was heavy and hungry. 

But | didn’t want to use the same trick twice, and so 
instead of throwing another fireball, | decided to try 
something new. | called down a bolt of lightning from the 
sky to fry my mystery attacker before it knew what hit it. 

There was a Sizzle, and the electrical smell of ozone, as a 
blue bolt zigzagged in through the leaves, striking at the 
place where I’d guessed my target to be hiding. The 
creature shrieked as my spell connected. 

But if I’d thought that would be enough to kill my enemy, | 
was wrong again. There was a whistling sound of a vine 
swooping through the air, and then the creature was on top 
of me, its legs wrapped around my midsection as it 
scratched at my face with giant, almost human hands. 

| felt its claws drawing blood, but | soun on my heel, using 
the thing’s momentum against it, tackling it to the jungle 
floor. We landed together, me on top, and | pressed my 
forearm to its chest, pinning it—whatever it was—to the 
ground. 

“Game over,” | said. It had been easier than I’d expected, 
and | found myself almost disappointed that my workout 
had been cut short. | was getting pretty good at this. 

| raised my knife to go in for the kill. | didn’t even really 
care what it was that | was killing, | just wanted the fight to 
be over. 

But then it spoke in a voice | recognized. A surprisingly 
squeaky voice. 

“No! Uncle! Uncle! | give up already!” 

It couldn’t be. But who else sounded like that? 

| willed my knife to glow, illuminating my now captive 
enemy. 

“You!” | exclaimed. Looking up at me in shamefaced, 
pathetic defeat was none other than Queen Lulu of the 
Wingless Ones. One second ago, I’d been ready and eager 
to kill. Now | wasn’t sure what to do. 


| looked over to Ozma, who was leaning against a tree a 
few feet away, observing the whole scene with a kind of 
birdbrained calm. After a moment’s pause, she gave the 
monkey a dopey, sad little wave. 

Under me, Lulu blanched at the sight of Ozma. 

“What do you want?” | demanded slowly, debating 
whether to put my knife away. “Why were you following us? 
Don’t lie to me.” 

“Didn’t mean to scare you... ,” my captive wheezed. 
“Wasn't gonna hurt anyone. | just wanted to see her. | didn’t 
” She stopped herself, seemingly overcome by 
something she couldn't say. 

“See her? You could have seen her whenever you wanted. 
You wouldn’t even let her into your throne room. Now you 
expect me to believe you just wanted to see her? Do you 
think I’m stupid? And why do you even care?” 

She wriggled under my weight, trying to crane her neck 
toward where the princess was hanging back. Lulu blinked. | 
would have thought she was fighting tears, if | hadn’t known 
she wasn’t the type for sentimentality. 

“I was afraid she’d remember,” she finally said. 

“Remember what?” 

“She was so little when it happened but... you never 
know with fairies. What if she remembered?” She sounded 
almost frantic. 

| looked at her quizzically. | had no idea what she meant. 
Then | remembered, and with a jolt, | suddenly understood 
what Ozma had meant by Mommy. 

“She was mine. | was supposed to protect her. | was all 
she had, and she was happy anyway. She loved me. Trusted 
me. | left her, see? Left her all alone. When she came to the 
village .. . | couldn’t look her in the eye, not after all | did. 
How could I? But | didn’t want her to leave like that either. 
Barely there a day. And not even a simple sayonara?” Queen 
Lulu bit her lip and clenched her eyes shut. “My spies told 
me you were trying to dip out, and | knew | had to say good- 


bye. | had to see her. Just once, that’s all. | wasn’t going to 
hurt anyone.” 

Lulu was quiet but almost panicking, too, so different from 
the imperious, fast-talking dame who had haughtily held 
court at Mombi’s trial. Her brassy bluster had faded in the 
bright, searing light of her own memories, leaving only 
regret. 

Maybe | was being stupid—weak, a pushover—but | 
believed her. | lifted myself off the monkey queen and stood, 
now holding on to my knife only for the light it was casting. 

Lulu breathed deep in relief. 

“Thank you,” she said. She didn’t stand; instead she 
crawled forward on her haunches in a crouch, just looking 
Ozma up and down. 

Now that the monkey’s attention was on her, Ozma’s calm 
demeanor melted away, and she began to shake her head 
manically. She clenched her fists to her temples, yanking 
frantically at her hair. “No, no, no,” she chanted to herself. 
But she didn’t back away. 

Lulu hardly paid attention to the way Ozma was freaking 
out. It was like she had expected it. 

“She’s so different now,” the monkey queen murmured, 
half to herself and half to me. “You should have seen her 
before, witch girl. When she was born, she was so tiny | 
could hold her in the palm of my hand. Now look at her, all 
grown up and pretty as a penny fresh from the mint. 
Powerful, too. So | hear.” 

“She is,” | said. It might have been a lie. Or it might not 
have been. 

“And she was a good queen, when she had to be. | wish I'd 
visited, but | didn’t know what to say. Still, | knew. She was 
one of the best. I’m an awfully good queen myself, so | 
should know.” 

“You are,” | said. 

Lulu seemed very far away now. “I didn’t expect any of 
this,” she said. “Didn’t ask for it, didn’t want it, it just 


happened. | was just a monkey. Don’t know why I was the 
one to stumble into all this. | just was. Stranger things 
happen.” She glanced at me sheepishly. “But not that much 
stranger.” 

Lulu bowed her head to the dirt and didn’t say anything 
else. Her shoulders were trembling now, and she took her 
Sunglasses out and put them on again to hide her face as 
she wept. 

Somehow it made everything even sadder that she was so 
proud of Ozma—the girl she’d loved as her own—and sadder 
still when you thought about everything that she wasn’t 
saying. About what had been done to her, what had been 
done to Ozma. About everything that can go wrong even 
when you have every best intention. 

Lulu was a monkey queen and | was a girlfrom Kansas, but 
we were the same in a few ways. | wondered what it was 
like for her, how it must feel to see Ozma again now in a 
place and time as strange as this, with both of them so 
changed. | wondered if l’d ever find out the answer for 
myself. 

Okay, so | was crying, too. Only a little bit. Even a wicked 
witch like me has a heart, you know? 

The confusing show of emotion must have been what got 
Ozma’s attention. She was now looking back and forth from 
me to Lulu, thinking god knows what. 

Lulu was still stooped over, but she had recovered herself 
and lifted her head with a graceful, stubborn pride. 

Ozma bit her thumb nervously, and her eyes locked with 
Lulu’s for the first time. The fairy queen took a tentative 
step forward, looking a little frightened and a little curious 
and maybe—I mean, maybe—like something was coming 
back to her. 

Just that tiny move, that small show of familiarity, was 
enough to make Lulu brighten. But when Lulu stood up and 
began to open her arms, the princess jolted and backed 
away again. Lulu looked like she understood. 


“I’m sorry, honey pie,” Lulu said softly. “It’s only me. Good 
old Nursey Lu.” At that, Ozma just turned her back to us, 
facing out into the darkness beyond my magical ring of 


light. 
“Lulu—” I said. 
“No,” she interrupted. “It’s what | expected. | 


understand.” With that, it was like we were making a silent 
agreement to pretend we hadn’t noticed what had just 
happened. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

| wiped my eyes and shook my head. “It wasn’t your fault. 
You didn’t even have a choice. They made you a Slave. It’s 
demented.” 

She made a loud buzzer noise, like the sound on a game 
show when someone messes up. “Wrong! | could have done 
something. Maybe | couldn’t have done anything about the 
deal the Wizard made with the Western Witch, but | could 
have stopped Dorothy from.. .” 

Instead of finishing her thought, Lulu fluttered her 
oversize paw halfheartedly in the air. | understood. It was 
too much to talk about. 

The silence was heavy but something she had said 
Snagged my attention. “The Wizard. He’s the one who made 
the deal with the witch. He sold you out.” 

“Sure did, toots. No use thinking about it. That’s 
yesterday’s news and | canceled my subscription to that 
paper a year ago anyway.” 

| was confused. “But you’ve worked with him. He’s the one 
who gave Ollie and Maude their paper wings. | thought he 
was your friend.” 

“Nah, not a friend, but not an enemy either. Not anymore. 
He made his mistakes a long time ago. Time might move 
slow around here, but everything else changes fast. It 
wasn’t his fault anyway, not really, and Mr. Wiz paid the 
price. Got himself right with me and mine. | can’t say | ever 
know what the hell is going on underneath those dinky little 


hats of his, and | won’t be picking his nits for him anytime 
soon, but he’s okay by me until he messes with the 
monkeys again. Or with her.” 

Lulu jerked a thumb toward Ozma. 

“Seriously? How can you forgive him?” | couldn’t decide if 
| admired her willingness to put the past behind her or if | 
thought it just made her seem a little bit weak. 

“Forgive him? | didn’t say | forgave him. Didn’t say | didn’t 
either, though. It’s not the point. Don’t worry about me, hon. 
No need to go poking your beak into my birdseed. But | 
want to tell you something and | want you to listen like I’m 
talking rea/ quiet. You need to be worried about yourself. | 
heard all about what you did with the Lion. Heard you 
scared the fur off half the monkeys.” 

“I did what | had to do,” | said. “He was a monster. He’s 
lucky | didn’t kill him. | probably should have.” 

“It’s not what you did. It’s how you did it. Something came 
over you. Something not quite kosher. You have to be 
careful—magic doesn’t always sit well with people from the 
Other Place. You think you’re the one using it, then one day 
you wake up and realize it’s using you.” 

“That won’t happen to me,” | said emphatically. “I’m 
careful.” 

“Most of the monkeys didn’t want to let you in, to tell the 
truth,” Lulu went on. “Too dangerous, they said. Someone 
like you—too unpredictable. Just the unsavory type of broad 
we don’t want to get involved with. Lots of people around 
here think you’re like her. Meet the new witch, same as the 
old bitch. We monkeys have dinged enough dongs to know. 
But | saw what you did for Ollie and Maude, and | had a 
feeling. | went out on a limb for you. Me, | said, Nah, she’s 
different. | said We’ll give her a chance. Just a feeling, like | 
told you. | trust my gut.” 

“I’m not like her,” | said, feeling my spine straighten. “I’m 
nothing like her. | could never become her.” 


“Prove me right, okay? Keep ahold of yourself. People are 
on your side. | hope you’re on theirs.” 

“You don’t have to worry about that,” | said firmly, wishing 
as | said it that | could be as sure as | was trying to sound. 
“Come with us,” | said, on impulse. “You know this part of Oz 
better than anyone. You can keep us safe.” 

But she was already shaking her head. “No can do, babe,” 
She said. “Whether | like it or not, I’m not a nursemaid 
anymore. I’m the queen, string bean. | have my subjects to 
take care of. | need to stick around with them for whatever's 
coming down. Anyway, the kid’s better off with you than she 
would be with me. I’m no one, really. I’m brave, but I’m just 
a monkey. Not much use unless you need someone to peel a 
banana with their feet. You? You’re something else—it’s just 
too soon to say what. But | know you can keep her safe. 
Because you want to.” 

Lulu reached into the black bustier that | guess counted as 
undercover gear among the monkeys and pulled out a pink, 
lacy handkerchief. | thought she was going to use it to wipe 
her still-lingering tears, but instead, she folded it neatly into 
a little square and handed it to me. “Here,” she said gruffly. 
“Take it.” 

| took the cloth from her and looked down at it. “Um,” | 
said. “Thanks?” | was a little confused about why she was 
giving me a hanky. | mean, | had been crying, but if anyone 
needed it, it was her. 

“Magic is against the laws of the Wingless Ones,” Lulu 
explained, “but when you're the queen, you have to have a 
few tricks up your sleeve, don’t you think? | ‘borrowed’ that 
one from Glinda way back when; it comes in handy 
sometimes. Throw it on the ground when you need to rest. It 
will keep you safe—hidden.” She paused. “Well, mostly 
hidden. Cozy, too. Glinda travels in style.” 

| didn’t ask any questions. It didn’t seem like the right 
time for it. “Thanks,” | said again. 


Lulu made a move like she was turning to go, and then 
stopped. Ozma still had her back to us, but Lulu decided to 
talk to her anyway. 

“I know you don’t really understand what’s happening, 
hon. You don’t even understand what I’m saying, most likely. 
Maybe it’s better that you don’t. If you did—if you could— 
you'd probably give me a piece of your mind. | don’t even 
know you, really, do I? When you were in diapers doesn’t 
count. | wish I’d gotten a chance to see you grow up. Get to 
find out what you’re like. First | let you get kidnapped, then, 
when you were back where you belonged, | missed my 
chance. Coulda come back and visited when you were living 
it up in the palace, if | hadn’t been too proud. Maybe it will 
make sense to you someday.” 

Slowly, Ozma turned around to face us, casting her eyes 
to the ground. | could see Queen Lulu struggling; | could see 
that all she wanted was to reach out and hold the girl she’d 
once thought of as a daughter. But she held back. 

“Somewhere inside you, | hope you know who you are. | 
hope you know what you are. | hope you know that you’re 
powerful. We need you.” 

Ozma looked up. 

“And | want you to know that | love you, even if | haven’t 
done the grandest job of showing it. Somewhere in there, | 
hope you can hear me.” 

Ozma’s shoulders twitched. Was she listening? Could she 
understand what Lulu was saying? 

Lulu turned to me. “Keep her safe. | don’t care how. It’s 
the least you could do, dollface. Help her get better. Help all 
of us.” 

At that, Her Highness Queen Lulu of the Monkeys, royal 
nanny and loyal protector to the rightful queen of the Land 
of Oz, born a scullery maid and an outcast, now a wise, and 
only slightly silly ruler, grabbed on to a thick vine and 
shimmied up, into the vast, unknowable wild, and out of 
sight. 


Just as | was wondering if | would ever see her again, | 
heard her funny, foolish cartoon voice echoing down from 
somewhere high above us: “Remember—don’t be wicked. 
Unless you really have to!” Parting words, | guess. It was 
good advice. | promised myself that | would try to follow it. 


ELEVEN 


| smiled to myself and glanced at Ozma out of the corner of 
my eye. Through the darkness, | could see that she was 
looking at me, too. We were alone again. 

We just stood there for a minute, catching our breath 
together. Somehow | knew that she had heard everything 
Lulu had said. Somehow | could tell that it had mattered, 
too. That, in some small way, Ozma was different now than 
she had been yesterday. 

| put my knife away, and cast a flame again to light the 
dark. “Are you okay?” | asked. Not necessarily because | 
thought Ozma would answer me, but only because it 
seemed important to say. 

But she did answer. “No, thank you,” she said. | got the 
gist: she didn’t want to talk about it. 

She started walking again. This time, she moved forward 
in a straight, undeviating line, carelessly pushing aside 
anything in her way. | followed after her, and then she 
started running, throwing herself through the brush. 

| ran, too. After all my training with the Order, I’m in pretty 
decent shape. When you’ve spent several months of your 
life in twenty-four-hour training to be a witch assassin it’s 
hard not to be. | don’t tire out easily, but now, after a few 
minutes of trying to keep up with Ozma, my feet flying over 
everything in my way, | was struggling. Ozma, meanwhile, 
seemed to have totally forgotten about me and was getting 
farther and farther ahead, her white dress streaming behind 
her. She was going so fast that | was starting to lose sight of 
her. 


| couldn’t let her get away. | was panting and sweating, 
and my legs felt like they could give out from under me at 
any second. | wanted to stop and catch my breath, but | 
couldn’t. | didn’t have a choice except to dig deep. 

So | dug deep. | pushed past the pain and exhaustion, just 
kept my legs moving as fast as | possibly could, and then 
faster. | wasn’t even trying to use magic. It just sort of 
happened. My body began to course with a tingling, now 
familiar warmth, and the trees were blurring by faster and 
faster until it was like they weren’t even there at all. The 
only thing that stayed in focus was Ozma ahead of me, the 
bright red flowers that she always wore at her temples 
glowing in the dark and leaving a smudgy crimson streak in 
her wake. 

We ran, and everything melted away: the pain in my legs, 
the ache in my chest. Home, and Oz, and the rest of the 
world. Even the sadness and loneliness that had been with 
me for as long as | remembered—not just since I’d come to 
Oz, but before that, too, for most of my life. It was just gone. 
All that was left was the wind on my face and in my hair, my 
feet thumping in the dirt, the magic rippling through my 
veins. 

| felt more like an animal than like a person. Like a dog 
chasing a ball that had been tossed out into a field, or a wild 
horse that runs for no reason at all, except because it can. | 
understood why Ozma had started running in the first place. 
Because it was a relief. 

| had no idea how far we ran, but when | finally broke 
through the trees, | stopped. 

The sun was rising on the horizon, peeking up over a 
hazy, faraway mountain range. | was standing at the edge 
of a purple field, and Ozma was alone in the middle of it, her 
arms across her chest, staring at the sky. 

We had made it out of the woods. 

| didn’t care that it was technically morning, or that there 
might be people nearby. Lulu had told me that the 


handkerchief she’d given me would protect us while we 
rested, and rest was exactly what | needed. 

| tossed it in the grass in front of me, just like she’d told 
me to do, and watched to see what would happen. Before 
my eyes, it began to unfold itself into a huge sheet. The 
Sheet floated up into the air and the gauzy material began 
to thicken, changing color, and it began to take on a shape. 

A minute later, | was standing next to a modest canvas 
camping tent, festooned in jaunty pink and white stripes. At 
its peak, a miniature flag bearing the royal insignia of Oz—a 
golden, ornate Z inside a larger O—fluttered in the breeze. 

After spending some time in a fairy kingdom, it’s not hard 
to get a little jaded about the whole magic thing, especially 
when most people, including you, are basically just using it 
to try to kill each other. But then it impresses you when you 
least expect it. And when | crawled inside, | remembered, 
with a gasp, that appearances in Oz are often deceptive. 

From the outside the tent had looked like a normal 
camping tent, barely big enough for two people in sleeping 
bags, and only if they didn’t mind getting a little cozy. But 
the inside was easily twice as big as the rooms at the Best 
Western that my mom and | had sometimes stayed in when 
we’d gone on vacation—back when we sometimes used to 
go on vacation. 

Several lanterns hung from the peaked ceiling, burning 
with soft, pink flames and lighting the space with a rosy, 
homey glow. On either side of the room were two 
impeccably made-up beds that looked straight out of a 
department store display; in the corner, a small sitting area 
housed an armchair and ottoman upholstered in pink and 
gold brocade. In the middle of the room, a table with crisp, 
white linens, flickering votive candles, and an arrangement 
of pink roses had been laid out for us with a lavish spread 
and two bubbling flutes of champagne. The remainder of the 
bottle was chilling in a standing ice bucket next to the table. 


Well, Lulu had mentioned that she had “borrowed” the 
handkerchief from Glinda. And it figured that Glinda wasn’t 
going to sleep in the dirt in some ratty old sleeping bag. 

Ozma had crept in behind me, and made a beeline for the 
champagne, which she downed in one gulp before moving 
on to some cheese. 

The delicious-looking spread was tempting, but even more 
tempting were the beds. | was out before | could even crawl 
under the covers. 


| woke up to the smell of freshly cooked bacon. And... wait. 
Was that coffee? Mom must have been in a great mood. 
Maybe she’d won bingo night with Tawny down at the bar. 
No, it was more likely | was dreaming. 

| rolled over, rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and then 
remembered: | wasn’t in Kansas anymore. | was in a plush 
bed in a magical tent in the Land of Oz. | blinked away the 
sleep and pushed away the sudden, raw feeling in my chest 
from believing for half a second that my mom might have 
cooked me breakfast. That’s when | saw that the table that 
had welcomed me and Ozma the night before delicious food 
and champagne was now overflowing with a truly 
sumptuous breakfast feast. Bacon, scrambled eggs, fresh 
fruit, glass carafes of juice and sparkling water—l’d barely 
had a decent meal the entire time I’d been in Oz, and now | 
was looking at a World Series-winning grand slam breakfast. 

| had seen a lot of incredible things in Oz, but this took the 
coffee cake. My mouth dropped open. 

Just as | was about to jump from the bed to pig out, | saw 
a small movement out of the corner of my eye, in the tent’s 
sitting area. | turned, expecting to see Ozma already awake 
and wandering around the way she always did. 

It wasn’t Ozma. 

Instead, sitting in the armchair was none other than 
Dorothy’s coconspirator and right-hand woman, Glinda the 
Good. 


TWELVE 


“Well, someone's a sleepyhead,” Glinda said brightly. For a 
split second, | wondered if it could be Glamora, Glinda’s twin 
sister. But no: I’d spent enough time with Glamora when I|’d 
been training with the Order to know that this wasn’t her. 
The differences were subtle and obvious at the same time. 
The tightness of her chignon, the shade of her lipstick, the 
way her eyebrows were overplucked until they were barely 
there. The hardness in her gaze and the muscles twitching 
in her clenched jaw. 

But it was also the fact that she had a thick, jagged scar 
stretching from her chin to the bridge of her nose—the 
chunk that Mombi had talked about taking out of her face 
had been stitched up, but the evidence was there to stay. 

| jolted straight up, and felt my knife materialize in my 
hand, which was under the covers and out of sight. 

My head was spinning, still numb and heavy from sleep. 
Was it too much to ask to wait until after |l’d had my first cup 
of coffee in ages to tangle with a psychotic sorceress? | 
inched backward in bed as | tried to size up the situation. 

“Oh, darling, relax,” she said. “I come in peace. Really.” 
She raised her perfectly manicured hands in the air as if to 
say See? 

In a pale pink linen pantsuit with a large diamond pendant 
dangling at her just-this-side-of-tasteful décolletage, she 
looked fresh, perky, and utterly nonchalant, the perfect 
picture of kindness, poise, and sophistication. Other than 
the scar. | hoped she was embarrassed about it. 

Even now, after everything | knew about her, | had to 
remind myself that this Glinda was nothing like the kind, 


generous sorceress I’d grown up reading about. This Glinda 
was a cold, calculating psychopath who probably ate babies 
for dinner. The only thing the one had in common with the 
other was a true passion for all things pink. 

It was tempting to try to rush her right there—to jump up 
and take her out once and for all. But | had to play this 
carefully. With someone like the Lion, you could stab first 
and ask questions later. Glinda was too smart for that. She 
wouldn’t just waltz in here and expect me not to attack her, 
and as casual and vulnerable as she appeared, she had to 
be ready for a fight. 

Oh, she would get a fight all right. But | wasn’t going to 
play straight into her hands. | had to be sneaky. | decided to 
bide my time until | had a real plan. 

Unless she attacked first. Then | would fight her with 
everything | had. 

“| hope | didn’t wake you,” she said airily. “You looked so 
peaceful sleeping. The beds are glorious, aren’t they? | had 
them special ordered from a group of Nomes in Ev who’ve 
been making them for centuries. Best sleep you'll ever get 
outside of the Emerald City. Even Dorothy’s jealous. | 
daresay you must have been tired, though—you slept all 
morning, afternoon, and then clear past the night again. Not 
that | blame you after all you’ve been through.” 

| looked her straight in her luminous blue eyes. “What do 
you want?” | asked coldly. 

“Oh, | just wanted to check in and see how you were 
doing. Maybe clear a few things up. You and | got off on the 
wrong foot, and I’ve been hoping you, Her Royal Highness, 
and | could all try a do-over. There’s really no point in 
fighting, is there?” 

Shit, | thought. Ozma. ld been so startled at the 
sorceress’s sudden, unexpected appearance that ld 
forgotten all about the princess. | glanced over to her bed, 
hoping she was safe, and saw that it was empty. Double- 
shit. 


Glinda shook her head with a smile, reading my mind. | 
mean, maybe she really was reading my mind. If Gert could 
do it, why not Glinda? 

“Don’t worry about her, she’s been up for hours,” Glinda 
said, gesturing to the far corner, where Ozma was standing 
with her back pressed to the wall, half hidden by a large 
potted fern. She was white-faced and silent, watching us. 
“We had a nice long chat. Of course, | was doing most of the 
talking. She /s a quiet one, isn’t she? A shame, really—she 
used to have such spirit! All Dorothy’s fault, of course.” She 
sighed. “I don’t know what | was thinking, bringing that 
spoiled little brat back here from Kansas. What can | say?” 
She shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. Who 
knew that a simple farm girl could go and make such a hash 
of things?” 

| barely heard what she was saying—l was too busy 
calculating my options. | couldn’t help being annoyed that | 
had been put in charge of protecting a fairy princess who 
probably had more raw magical power in her pinkie finger 
than | would ever be able to wield, even with years of 
practice, but didn’t know how to use it. Ozma should have 
been a valuable ally, but she was really no use in her 
current state. Even Pete—who couldn’t use magic at all— 
would have been of some help. 

As soon as his name entered my mind, an idea came to 
me. Pete. | hoped that wherever he was, he was paying 
attention right now. | hoped he was ready to think on his 
feet. 

| let my knife vanish from my hand and stood up, just to 
see how Glinda would react. | felt her eyes following me, 
sizing me up as | walked casually to the breakfast table. She 
didn’t move from her seat. 

| took my time as | poured myself a cup of coffee and took 
a sip. | won’t lie: even under these circumstances, it tasted 
pretty incredible. 


“See?” Glinda said, registering my obvious pleasure. 
“Don’t you feel better now? Finest coffee in all of Oz.” 

How dumb did this witch think | was? Did she really think 
that she was going to win me over with some coffee and 
this Little Miss Sunshine routine? Was she trying to win me 
over, or was she just messing with me? As crazy as it 
sounded, | actually got the feeling that she thought she was 
a lot slicker than she was—that she was so used to people 
falling for her bullshit that she seriously thought | would fall 
for it, too. 

| filed that away as a potential weak point | might be able 
to use against her someday. 

For now, | just had to keep her talking. “How’d you find 
me?” | asked. | had already figured out the answer to that 
question, but | figured she didn’t know that. 

Glinda gave a lilting, melodic laugh. 

“Oh, Amy,” she said. “This tent belongs to me. | may not 
know exactly where it is, even now, but I can tell when it’s 
being used. That silly monkey who stole it from me has no 
idea that | can see everything that goes on inside it. And, 
my word, she does have some horrifying personal habits. 
Still, | try to check up when I see that someone's in here, 
and as soon as | sensed that you and Little Miss Ozma had 
set up camp, | figured it was high time | pay you both a visit. 
It seemed like it might be good for us to talk woman-to- 
woman without Dorothy listening in. She can be so 
meddlesome, you know.” 

Glinda prattled on while | was busy attuning my 
consciousness to the magical web that glimmered just 
under the surface of reality. It came easily now, and | 
realized that, in this state, | didn’t even need to be facing 
Ozma to see her. | just had to shift my mental perspective 
until | found where she was standing, behind the plant. 

When | looked carefully, | could see Pete’s energy-form, 
too, hovering somewhere just behind her. | had an idea of 
what to do. 


“Can you even fathom the nerve of her?” Glinda was 
babbling, enchanted by the sound of her own voice. “I said, 
‘My dear, you simply must have an audience with the Nome 
King. It’s only proper.’ But does she listen to me? Of course 
not. She”’—oh, shut up, | thought, tuning her out and 
focusing back on the web of magic around me. 

Without wasting any more time, | reached out toward 
Ozma with a magical hand and yanked hard, and in one 
quick burst, Pete emerged from the princess’s body like a 
Snake shedding its skin. | was getting good at this. 

Glinda’s neck snapped toward him like an owl's, 
seemingly disconnected from her body. Her eyebrows shot 
up into a confused arch; her lips formed a tiny O. Pete didn’t 
miss a beat. He handled it as perfectly as if we’d planned it 
out together ahead of time, and | knew that I’d gotten lucky 
—while Ozma had been standing there half catatonic, he 
must have been paying attention. He knew exactly what he 
had to do. 

Without even the slightest hesitation, he dove forward and 
grabbed a glass bottle of water from the breakfast spread, 
then slammed it against the edge of the table with a crack. 
The bottle shattered, water spilling everywhere, and Pete 
spun around with more hatred in his eyes than | was 
prepared for. He leapt for Glinda, who hadn’t moved in her 
chair. 

| only had a split second to act while he had her 
distracted. | called my knife back to my hand, blinked 
myself behind her, and as Pete came dashing forward 
brandishing a giant shard of jagged glass, | drew my blade— 
now slick with the darkest magic—across her throat. 

Instead of slitting her throat open, all | did was ruin the 
upholstery of the chair. My knife slipped past the witch like 
she wasn’t there at all. 

A look of surprise crossed Pete’s face, and he hurled the 
broken glass across the room. It whipped neatly through the 


air toward Glinda’s face in what should have been a perfect 
shot to take out her left eye. 

No dice. The glass bounced easily off the back of the chair 
while she just sat there, completely unharmed. 

“Oh, you two,” she said in a chiding tone. “There’s really 
no need to get so hot under the collar. Amy, | have to say 
lm surprised at you. All that time at that little witch 
academy Mombi runs, and they didn’t even teach you to 
recognize astral projection when you see it?” 

| moved slowly back around to face her. She raised an 
eyebrow and pressed her hand to her cheek in mock 
surprise. “You do know what astral projection is, don’t you?” 

| didn’t answer the question. | felt dumb for not knowing 
what she was talking about and double-dumb that | had 
given her the opportunity to lecture me like a disappointing 
pupil rather than treating me as her most-feared enemy. 

“My word. Well, | just don’t know where to begin. No, my 
physical body is not with you right now. Currently, my 
corporeal form is comfortably back in Quadling Country, 
deep in a mystical trance in my own lovely four-poster bed, 
where | am being carefully protected by my most trusted 
bodyguard. You, on the other hand, are speaking to my spirit 
form. In other words”—she gave me a look of incredulous 
disapproval as she swiped her hand back and forth to 
demonstrate that her fingers could pass right through her 
Skull—“put the knife away, Amy. It’s not going to do you a 
lick of good.” 

| was pretty sure she was telling the truth, for once, but | 
kept the knife out anyway, just to get on her nerves. 

Glinda rolled her eyes. “Oh, for heaven's sake, Amy, don’t 
be a child. | came here to give you a simple message. A nice 
message. | don’t want to be your enemy. I’m done with 
Dorothy. | believe your goals and mine are more similar than 
you might think, and that we can work together. If nothing 
else, perhaps | might be able to teach you some actual 


sorcery rather than the bargain basement hoodoo that 
Mombi’s apparently been tutoring you in.” 

“She was busy teaching me other things. Like how to kill 
witches,” | said. 

“Well, how perfectly violent! As for you—” She pointed to 
Pete. “Remind me of your name again?” 

“None of your business,” | said at the same time that Pete 
replied, “Pete.” 

“Yes, of course. Pete. Imagine my surprise when | saw the 
Wizard transform you the other night. | spent a good several 
hours puzzling that out. A real head scratcher! | had a good 
laugh when | untangled it all. How could | have forgotten 
that I’d met you before, when you were an enchanted little 
boy with a little princess inside just bursting to get out. Of 
course, | thought I’d gotten rid of you when | disenchanted 
you all those years ago—didn’t imagine that you would hang 
around like this.” She tossed her hair. “No one’s perfect, 
even me. | think we can all agree on one thing at least: 
mistakes were made.” 

“Get to the point, Glinda,” | said. She paid me no 
attention. 

“And now, Pete, take a look at yourself. A handsome, virile 
young man with all the promise in the world, forced to live 
out his days trapped inside the thick skull of a nincompoop 
princess, while with every passing moment the delicate 
flower of your youth is losing its petals one by one. It’s just 
plain tragic. To grow old without ever getting to //ve? 

“Rest assured now that Amy’s witch friends have been 
reminded of your existence, they won’t let it continue for 
much longer. Trust me. They'll be looking to do away with 
you lickety-split, and won’t that be a disappointment for 
everyone?” 

“The witches would never hurt Pete,” | said. “Mombi 
raised him.” 

“You go ahead and think that, Amy,” Glinda said. “It’s 
sweet, really, the way you trust them. Never lose that sense 


of innocence, dear, it /s so charming.” She stood and 
smoothed out her suit. “At any rate, | can see I’m getting 
absolutely nowhere with you two at the moment. My offer of 
peace stands, though. If either of you would ever have a yen 
to speak to me in the future—even if you just find yourself 
with a hankering for some company and a fine cup of coffee 
—you know where to find me.” 

Her body—her “astral form,” | guess—flickered into 
transparency and then she was gone. 

Pete and | just stood there. We looked at each other. It was 
obvious we were both thinking the same thing: what the hell 
was that about? 


THIRTEEN 


“She’s getting more powerful,” Pete said. 

We were sitting in the grass in the field, next to Glinda’s 
tent, chowing down on scrambled eggs and bacon. With the 
likelihood that she could hear everything that we said in the 
tent, it seemed safer to eat outside. So we were having a 
nice little picnic while everything else went to hell. 

“Who?” | asked. “Glinda? She was pretty powerful to start 
with. | didn’t notice anything different today.” 

“Not Glinda,” Pete said grimly. “Her. Ozma.” 

| paused. What good is all the magical prowess in the 
world if you can’t—or won’t—actually use it? So far, | hadn’t 
seen much evidence at all of Ozma’s so-called power. But 
from the expression on Pete’s face, | could see that, 
whatever he was talking about, he wasn’t happy. “What do 
you mean?” | asked. 

Pete scarfed his last piece of bacon and set his plate aside 
in the grass. As soon as he did, it disappeared in a poof of 
glitter. 

“I mean that, like, I’m not going to be able to stick around 
much longer,” he said. He stood and stared wistfully off at 
the mountain range in the distance. “It used to be that when 
| took the wheel from Ozma, | had a good six hours at least 
—sometimes even longer—before she came back out. | 
never quite knew why it sometimes lasted longer than other 
times, but I think it had something to do with Dorothy. She 
never knew about me, but for some reason, when she was 
distracted, or not nearby, it made things easier. But now 
Dorothy’s gone and Ozma seems stronger than ever. It 
doesn’t make a lot of sense.” 


| didn’t say it, but it actually made some sense to me. If 
Oz was getting stronger since the witches had broken down 
the pipelines that were sucking the magic from the land, it 
stood to reason that Ozma would be getting stronger, too. 
That would explain why, lately, she had also seemed more 
present. 

“| wish we didn’t have to worry about her,” | said, trying to 
lighten the mood. “You’re not as much of a pain in the ass 
as she is. Plus, you come in handy in a fight. Ozma just 
kinda stands there, you know?” 

What | didn’t mention was that it was probably for the 
best if Ozma came popping back in soon. In fact, if she 
didn’t, | would probably have to make it happen myself, like 
it or not. It was Ozma, not Pete, who was supposedly locked 
on to the scent that Mombi had given her and was going to 
take me to Polychrome. 

It was Ozma who | needed, not him. But this was nice. | 
could wait a few minutes. 

“Do you think Glinda was right?” Pete asked. “That the 
Order wants to restore Ozma to her real self? | can see why 
they would, | guess. She’s the queen; putting her back in 
power is a step toward getting rid of Dorothy. But what 
happens to me when Ozma gets better? Does that mean I'll 
be trapped in there for good, like | was before Dorothy came 
back? What if, this time, | just stop existing?” 

“No!” | blurted. “It’s Glinda, remember? You can’t trust a 
word she says. She’s just trying to get in your head. She 
wants you to go running to her so she can send you straight 
back to Dorothy.” 

“| guess,” he said, but he sounded doubtful. “But how do 
you know for sure?” 

“Because she lies,” | said. “That’s what she does.” 

As | said it, | found myself wondering if | was really being 
honest. With Pete, with myself. | mean, yeah, | knew | was 
right about Glinda—she was a nasty, manipulative piece of 
work, willing to play on any insecurity she could think of to 


worm her way in. On the other hand, that didn’t always 
mean she was lying, and until this moment, | hadn’t 
considered any of the questions Pete was asking. It was 
hard not to wonder if there was something to what he was 
saying. 

“It will be fine,” | reassured him, trying not to feel guilty 
about it. 

“You won't let them do that, though, right? You’ll watch 
out for me?” Pete searched me as if he could sense every 
one of my doubts. 

“Of course,” | said. | wanted to mean it. 

“Look, | know Glinda’s a liar,” Pete said. “But part of what 
she said was true, you know. About what a waste it is, and 
how much it sucks. I’ve already missed out on so much. You 
have no idea how good you have it.” 

“Oh, sure,” | said. “I’m really lucky. Just look at me, living 
the good life here.” 

There was a Slight, warm breeze, and it ruffled Pete’s hair. 
He gave me a wistful frown with a million responses 
wrapped in it. Among them: girl, please and you really have 
no clue. 

“| never stop appreciating it,” he said, tilting his chin into 
the sun and closing his eyes to soak it in. “Just being able to 
stand outside like this and breathe the air. You should 
remember it, too. Think of all the things you’ve already 
gotten to do; all the things you'll still get to do. Okay, so 
maybe things could be better. But you have this /ife that’s 
just sitting there, waiting for you to take it. It could be 
worse.” 

| realized too late how selfish | must seem. “You’re right,” | 
said, standing up, too. “I’m sorry.” As | placed my own dish 
aside and watched it disappear like his, it occurred to me to 
wonder where it had disappeared to. Had it gone off into 
some magical dishwashing dimension to be cleaned or had 
it just ceased to exist? The more | learned about magic, the 


more questions | had about it, but for now, | put them out of 
my head. I took Pete’s hand. 

We both just stood there, looking out at everything Oz had 
to offer. For all the evil that was part of this place, there was 
so much that was good about it, too. Despite everything, Oz 
was a place of light and magic, and we had found our way 
to the center of it. 

| don’t know where the next thing came from. | guess it 
was just something about the wildflowers all around us in 
the meadow and the mountains off in the distance. The 
breeze, the sun, the unexpected, unreasonable feeling that 
everything was going to be okay. Maybe it was what Pete 
had said about appreciating everything you had in the 
moment that you had it, or maybe it was the fact that | had 
no idea where the future was going to lead. What was | 
waiting for anymore? Why had | ever waited for anything? 

Okay, so maybe | was just wired from the first caffeine I’d 
had in months. Whatever it was, | was just kind of like, oh, 
screw it. 

So | kissed him. Because why not? 

Pete’s skin smelled like sandalwood and soap. His lips 
were soft. His eyes widened in surprise as he pulled away. 


My cheeks began to flush. Crap. “I’m sorry,” | said, 
backing away in embarrassment. 
“No, it’s fine,” he said. “It’s just. . .” Out of nowhere, he 


started laughing. 

“I... ljust thought,” | stuttered. “I mean, uh, | guess | just 
thought, you know .. . since you said you’d never...” 

“Amy,” he said. He collapsed back into the grass and 
pushed his hair from his face with a manic and astonished 
grin, like he sort of couldn’t believe it. When he laughed 
again, | started to feel a little insulted. “Well, | don’t think it 
was that ridiculous,” | said. 

He just laughed harder. “No, it’s not that. It would be 
totally nice to kiss someone. It would be nice to kiss you, if 
things were different. But | don’t want to kiss someone just 


to kiss them, you know? I’m probably not going to get too 
many chances, see? It’s like, when | do it, | want to make it 
count. | guess | just thought you knew.” 

“Wait,” | said. “Knew what?” 

“Listen. | get you. You’re trouble. If | were into girls, I’d be 
so into you. But I’m not. Even girls as awesome as you.” 


“You mean...” I’m pretty sure gears were visibly turning 
in my head. 

Pete shrugged. “I guess,” he said. “I mean, | don’t know, 
but basically.” 

“Oh,” | said. 


Okay, so | was kind of dumbstruck. The idea that Pete was 
gay just wasn’t something lI’d ever considered as a 
possibility. “I don’t know why | thought you knew. | mean, 
it’s not like | told you or anything. There’s no reason you 
should have known.” 

| hadn’t really ever thought about it one way or the other. 
But as soon as he'd said it, it made perfect sense. As 
handsome as he was, and as much time as we’d spent 
together, there had always been something missing—a 
distance between us that had always been hard to pin 
down. Now | knew what it was. 

“And even if | wasn’t,” he said. “Would it matter? | kinda 
get the feeling you’re into someone else anyway. So it’s 
probably just as well, right?” 

“| guess,” | said. “Just do me a favor, okay?” 

“Sure,” he said. “What?” 

“When you're in there... keep an eye on me. When you 
can see me, | mean.” 

He tilted his head, and his hair fell in his face. “What do 


you mean?” 
“I mean...” | paused, not wanting to admit what | was 
really afraid of. “I mean, if you think I’m about to do 


something, you know. Scary. If you’re in there somewhere, 
and you see me not being myself. Try to give me a Signal. Or 
stop me. Or whatever.” 


Pete nodded, understanding. “Fine,” he said. “If | can, | 
will. But you have to look out for me, too. Don’t let them do 
anything to me.” 

“| promise,” | said. | hoped it was a promise | would 
actually be able to keep. 

| had a bunch more stuff | wanted to ask him, but it was 
too late. Pete’s body began to shudder. He winced in pain 
and jerked his head back. He swallowed hard. 

“Told you,” he said. “She wants control again. Here | go. 
Hopefully l'Il see you again soon. We'll have plenty to talk 
about. But | don’t know. I’m not sure it’s going to be as easy 
after this. She’s different now. She’s going to fight hard from 
now on. | can tell.” 

As if on cue, his face began to change. It was like the two 
of them were wrestling each other to occupy the exact same 
square foot of space. Pete’s skin rippled as the princess 
struggled to get out; his arms and legs began lengthening 
and contracting. His face was flipping back and forth 
between his own and Ozma’s and something in between. 

Pete screamed. He clutched his head. Then he was gone 
and Ozma was standing in his place, looking steely and 
hard. She gave me the once-over, cocked her head, and 
raised her eyebrows, her lips pursed. It was kind of 
intimidating. 

Was she mad at me? Did she blame me for bringing Pete 
out again? 

It didn’t matter. As nice a respite as the last hour had 
been, it was time to go. | wasn’t sure exactly how | was 
Supposed to pack up the tent, but it turned out | didn’t need 
to worry about it. As soon as | decided it was time to get 
moving, the tent seemed to understand. It collapsed in on 
itself like | had issued a command out loud, and folded itself 
back up into a small, neat square of cloth that | placed in my 
back pocket. | knew that it was dangerous to use again, but 
| couldn’t quite bring myself to leave it behind. 


Ozma turned in a circle, getting her new bearings, and 
then she began to walk. If nothing else, she certainly was 
single-minded. That spider spell really worked. 

She moved carefully and deliberately, but slowly. For 
every few steps she took, she’d back up a few times and 
then change direction. Finally, when she had found a spot in 
the meadow a few paces from where we'd started, she 
stopped, paced around as if judging it, and knelt to the 
ground as | looked on from a respectful distance. 

On her knees, the princess ran her hands carefully 
through the grass, letting her fingertips graze each blade. 
Next, she turned her attention to the flowers and began to 
examine them. 

| moved in closer, trying to see exactly what she was 
doing. All of the flowers I’d seen in the field were one shade 
of purple or another, but as Ozma searched, she managed 
to find an assortment, which she began to pluck up as she 
settled on the ones she wanted: first a tiny red one, then an 
odd royal blue flower with thin, spiraling petals, and a purple 
crocus and a yellow buttercup until, finally, she was holding 
a tiny bouquet representing the four colors of Oz. 

She rose, holding the flowers to her chest, and, with her 
other hand, licked her index finger and held it up. She 
turned clockwise, then counterclockwise, gauging the wind, 
and then stopped. | felt a prickle on the back of my neck as 
a gust came from behind me, out of nowhere. As the wind 
blew around us, Ozma tossed the flowers into the air and 
watched as the current caught them up and carried them, 
flying, into the distance. 

Ozma was still. A second later, a brick appeared in the 
grass at her feet. Then another, and another, each one of 
them blooming in front of her like flowers in a time-lapse 
video. 

They popped up slowly and then quickly, and while they 
appeared scattered at first, a pattern began to emerge. It 
was a road. And it was yellow. 


Ozma stepped onto the path to begin the next part of the 
journey. “Follow,” Ozma said. 

So | followed: not Ozma, but the road itself. Now the 
princess and | walked together, side by side, in a looping, 


meandering path that | knew was taking us into the 
mountains. 


FOURTEEN 


We spent the morning walking, following the Road of Yellow 
Brick as it took us through pastures and meadows and an 
orchard of squat trees whose branches hung heavy with 
luscious plums that | was still too full from breakfast to eat; 
it led us across babbling streams and over rolling hills, into 
and then out of lush, vibrant valleys. 

A few times, way off in the distance, | noticed clusters of 
domed buildings that looked like villages, but whenever they 
popped up in my peripheral vision, the road always veered 
off in the opposite direction. | was familiar enough with Oz 
to get that it wasn’t just luck—the road knew that we 
wanted to be stealthy, and it was helping us. 

Was this the same road that, once upon a time, had led 
both me and Dorothy from Munchkin Country to the Emerald 
City? That was a hard question to wrap my head around. 
That road had a fixed beginning and ending, but | knew from 
experience that it was also known to move around, 
depending on traveling conditions. I’d been told more than 
once that it had a mind of its own. It was possible that Ozma 
had summoned it with Old Magic, and it had veered off 
course to help us find our way. 


The sun was still out, the walk was peaceful, and | was 
actually making some headway teaching Ozma to sing 
“Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall.” The only problem 
was that she didn’t really know how to count, and kept 
mixing up the numbers. 

After a while, | gave up on correcting her and just let her 
keep on singing. Even though the song didn’t make any 


sense at all anymore, her voice was actually nice, and | let 
my mind wander. 

This morning’s conversation with Glinda had been 
unsettling, although | guess it could have been worse. But 
what did she want from me? Why had she changed her tune 
so drastically? She had to be trying to trick me . . . but trick 
me into what? 

| was reminded of Lulu’s warning in the forest, to keep 
ahold of yourself. \f Lulu was worried that Oz was corrupting 
me, did that mean that Glinda thought so, too? Had she 
come to me this morning because she thought she’d be able 
to take advantage of that? 

Glinda had made it sound like, out of nowhere, she had no 
more use for Dorothy. | wondered what could have caused 
such a huge rift between them in just the few days since the 
battle in the Emerald City—unless their alliance had never 
been as solid as it had appeared. And where did that leave 
me? Did Glinda think that the fact that | was from the Other 
Place meant that | would be able to pick up the slack now 
that her favorite little despot had fallen out of her favor? 

It was frustrating that everyone was so convinced that | 
had this great potential to be evil, when all I’d done was 
show up, get thrown in the dungeon by Dorothy, and then 
follow the Order’s instructions pretty much exactly. I’d 
fought for what | thought was right. For what | believed in. 
And now even people like Lulu—people who were supposed 
to be on the same side as me—seemed suspicious of me 
because of it. It all felt a little unfair. 

Anyway, | had a hard time thinking of myself as a ticking 
time bomb waiting to explode in a burst of evil when | was 
in such a good mood. Yeah, the morning had been a little 
dicey, but ever since Ozma and | had started walking, it had 
been a pretty perfect day. 

The whole time we walked, the mountains stayed fixed in 
the distance. They were a jagged set of purple teeth on the 
horizon, rising higher and higher as we moved closer. Based 


on the deep indigo hue of everything around us, as well as 
the little | remembered of Oz geography, | was pretty sure 
these mountains had to be the Gillikins—the treacherous, 
sprawling range that stretched all the way across Oz’s 
northern territory, separating wild from wilder. 

We'd seen no monsters since we’d left the forest—not 
counting Glinda—so | was guessing things were still 
basically civilized for now. But the landscape was slowly 
changing, and even without crossing the Gillikins, | wasn’t 
sure that we were going to stay in civilized territory for 
much longer. As morning faded to afternoon—in a way that 
felt pretty normal by Oz standards—the sunny fields and 
groves of trees gave way to muddy swampland dotted with 
intermittent patches of brush, milkweed, and the occasional 
stunted, tired-out-looking tree. The sun had disappeared 
behind a dense, rolling cloud cover, leaving everything 
around us a gloomy gray that was only barely tinted with a 
washed-out lavender. Everything looked as though the life 
had been sucked out of it. The world had lost its color. 

The air had changed, too. It had thickened, turned sticky 
and cold, until | felt like | was draped in a used, mildewy 
towel like the ones my mom had always had a penchant for 
leaving strewn all over our trailer. 

Ozma had stopped singing. 

Only the path we were walking on lent any bit of 
cheeriness to the landscape. The road had brightened in 
contrast and now cut a curling swath into the distance, no 
longer yellow but a glittering, pulsating gold. 

Then even the road began to lose some of its fight against 
the gloom. This morning it had been a wide and open 
boulevard, but as the terrain grew rocky, it narrowed and 
Snarled to weave its way through the obstacles that had 
begun to pop up. 

Meanwhile, though it didn’t feel like we were getting any 
higher, the sky appeared to be getting much closer. The 
clouds were now so low over our heads that | could 


practically reach up and touch them, and then | didn’t need 
to reach at all: the road curled sharply, leading us into a 
corridor of boulders barely wide enough to lift your arms, 
and | saw the clouds scraping the bricks just ahead of us, 
swallowing the path. 

Sitting at the edge of the fog was a lone figure: it was a 
woman, wearing a long, hooded cloak of midnight blue 
feathers, each one tipped with gold. Her skin was smooth 
and unlined, but there was a sharp wisdom in her eyes too. 
She looked both very young and very ancient. When she 
Saw us coming she let out a long, stuttering howl that 
bounced against the rocks, echoing in a chorus like there 
were twenty of it instead of just one. And she began to 
change. She spread out her arms, and her cape became a 
set of enormous wings; her nose and mouth joined together 
and stretched themselves into a long, thin beak. Finally, the 
creature blocking our path was no longer a woman at all, 
but a giant bird. 

| took a step backward. This thing—whatever it was— 
didn’t look like it was going to attack, but there was 
something spooky about it, and my previous experience 
with giant birds hadn’t exactly been fun. 

“Amy Gumm,” the bird said, in a wispy, whistling voice 
that was kind, but with an edge of fierceness to it. “I have 
waited here many months for the day that you would pass 
through here. | see that your transformation has begun. But 
only just. | wonder: When you claim your name, what will it 
be?” 

Something about its words jogged a place deep in my 
memory, and suddenly | recognized the creature. This 
wasn’t a roc. It was the same bird that Nox had carved into 
the hilt of my knife, the bird that he said reminded him of 
me, because of the way it transformed itself. The same bird 
| carried with me into every fight. 

“Yes,” it said, laughing softly at my recognition. “I am the 
Magril. | see that you know me. Just as | know you. Just as | 


have always known you, since long before you came to this 
place.” 

My shoulders tensed. “How—” | began to ask. 

“Those like me do not concern ourselves with how,” the 
Magril said, “We are creatures of magic and transformation. 
We only ask to find the shape that is ours. | have found 
mine. You have yet to find yours. But you are on the path.” 

My head was swirling with so many questions that | didn’t 
know where to start. | couldn’t find the right way to say any 
of them. 

“|I understand,” the bird said, even though | hadn’t said a 
word. “But beware. | guard the Fog of Doubt. Think carefully 
before entering. Only those with unshakable faith may pass. 
Many have failed. You need not. | give you a choice: if you 
choose to turn back, | will send you home.” 

“Home?” | asked. 

“It is within my power, yes.” 

“But...” | started. | didn’t know where home was. Did 
home mean Kansas? Dusty Acres? It had never felt like 
home when | had lived there, and now it felt as far away as 
something out of a storybook. 

The Magril gazed at me like it could see right into my soul. 
“I cannot tell you where your home is,” it whispered. “That 
is for you to discover. | can only offer you the choice. Will 
you continue? Or will you return to where you belong?” 

“|...” | started to say. And | understood | didn’t have a 
choice at all. “This is where | belong,” | said quietly. For 
better or worse, it was the truth. 

The Magril ruffled its feathers. “As you wish,” she said. “l 
must leave you. But | offer you a final warning: To survive 
the fog, you must be willing to become yourself.” 

Then, without waiting for a response, the Magril took off, 
soaring into the white expanse of nothingness above and 
beyond us. | looked at Ozma, who blinked back at me and 
twisted her lip uncertainly. | took her hand, squeezing it for 


reassurance—|I just wasn’t sure if | was reassuring myself or 
her. 

“Who are you?” she asked me. Another question | couldn’t 
answer. But | didn’t have to, not for now. For now, all | had 
to do was step forward. So | took a deep breath, and Ozma 
and | walked into the mist. 

It turns out that pitch black is not the scariest thing in the 
world. Bright, blinding white—the kind of white that makes 
you wonder if the whole world around you has been erased 
—can be just as scary. 

That was where we had found ourselves. The fog we had 
entered was so thick that when I held my hand out in front 
of me, | couldn’t see it. | wiggled my fingers just to make 
sure they were still there. Well, | could fee/ them, so that 
had to count for something. Right? 

With my other hand, | was still gripping Ozma’s, tighter 
than ever now, but when | looked to see her reaction to all 
of this, she might as well have not even been there. 

The only thing | could make out at all was the road, and 
even that was just a faded, ghostly after-impression, like the 
floaters you get in your vision when you stare at a light bulb 
and then look away. Still, it was there: pale and thin, 
spinning out ahead of us, up and out into the blankness. 

From behind the shroud of thick fog, it was impossible to 
tell what lay on either side of the road’s edges. Were we a 
thousand feet in the air, with only the clouds separating us 
from a heartrending plunge to our doom? Or were we 
Strolling through a peaceful meadow without even realizing 
it? All | could do was put one foot in front of the other and 
try to keep the faith that we would make it through. 

Faith: everyone knows it’s something you’re supposed to 
have, but it’s harder to put that into practice when your 
senses are telling you all hope is lost. 

And the fog was just getting started on me. We had been 
walking for probably five minutes when there was a soft, 
sinister whispering in my ear. It sent me jumping out of my 


skin. The voice was slimy and reptilian, neither male nor 
female. It was so close that | could feel breath tickling my 
earlobe. 

“Turn back,” it said. “You’re weak. You'll never make it. 
You’ve never been ready. You’ve never been brave enough, 
or strong enough. You shouldn’t have bothered. You should 
never have come here.” 

| shuddered, and tried to remember the giant bird’s 
warning. This was the Fog of Doubt. Whatever was speaking 
to me probably wasn’t even real—it was just magical 
trickery playing off my natural fears and insecurities. If | was 
going to let a little ghostly torment get to me, | had no right 
to be here in the first place. | was tougher than that. | just 
had to ignore it. 

The next voice | heard was one | recognized, even if it 
wasn’t the one | had expected. It was Madison Pendleton, 
who had made my life back home hell from the day that my 
father left us, who had turned all of my friends against me, 
just for fun, and who had gotten me kicked out of school— 
the same day that I’d been carried away to Oz on a cyclone. 

“Well, look who it is,” she was saying. Just the sound of 
her called up a feeling | thought I'd left behind for good, of 
being both angry and powerless at the same time. It was 
that horrible feeling that no matter how hard you tried, you 
were making things worse for yourself, and the best thing to 
do was give up. 

“Salvation Amy. Haven’t changed much, have you? Still 
just a piece of worthless, stupid trailer trash. | didn’t ruin 
your birthday party. No one was going to come to it, anyway. 
And what are you wearing?” 

“Go to hell, Madison,” | muttered. | wasn’t very impressed. 
Honestly, Madison had usually been more cutting than this 
in real life. If anything, she was just making me realize how 
far I'd come since the days when she could ruin my day just 
by sneering at me. 


| wasn’t that girl anymore. | wasn’t a victim anymore. But 
as soon as | dismissed her, her voice changed seamlessly 
into Nox’s. 

“So, | hear you have a crush on me, huh? Come on. Look, 
we kissed, okay, but | hope you didn’t get the wrong idea. | 
know messed up when | see it, and | don’t waste my time 
with it.” 

Another voice chimed in on top of his. It was my mother. 
“Children are just vampires, sucking the life out of you. If | 
didn’t have you, Amy, | might never have started drinking. 
You drove me to it. You made your father leave me. You 
drove me out into that storm. You ruined my life, and then 
you just left. Did you even think of what you put me 
through?” 

And a voice from so long ago that | was surprised at how 
familiar it was. A man’s. 

“The best thing | ever did was leave,” my father said. 
Unlike the rest of the voices, his didn’t sound vindictive, or 
angry. He sounded just like | remembered him: gentle and 
easygoing. “I’m happy now, you know. | have a new life. A 
new family. | made things right for myself.” 

“No!” | screamed. “You’re lying!” But | couldn’t hear 
myself, because suddenly there were so many voices 
Shouting at me that | was drowned out. So many that | 
couldn’t separate them all. Glinda, Mombi, Lulu, Indigo, all 
of them reminding me of how | had messed up and worse, 
of all the things that had been wrong with me from the start. 
It was like that old show This Is Your Life, except this version 
was called This Is Why You Suck. 

“Shut up!” | screamed, dropping Ozma’s hand to cover my 
ears and stopping in my tracks. “Just leave me alone! You're 
lying!” 

I’d yelled it so loudly that my throat was sore, but | barely 
heard myself—my screams were lost in the nothingness. 
Meanwhile, the other voices just got louder, now an 
indistinguishable chorus that shook my skull. 


Selfish bitch. Loser. Damaged goods. Even when you win, 
you lose. 

No one wants to come to your birthday party. Boyfriend? 
Who could ever love you? Who could you ever love? 

All you know how to do is kill. And you couldn’t even kill 
her. You failed. Again. Just like you'll fail next time. 

You're weak. You don’t belong here, and you don’t belong 
there. 

My heart was racing; my breathing was shallow. | sank to 
my knees and took deep breaths, squeezing my eyes shut 
tight as | bit my lip, trying to hold back my rage and despair. 
| tasted blood. 

It’s not real. It’s not real. | kept repeating that to myself. 

It wasn’t. And the voices were wrong. Even if some of the 
things they were saying might have been true, they were 
still wrong. 

Because | didn’t care what Madison Pendleton thought of 
me. 

Because | knew what | had done for my mother—all the 
sacrifices that | had made for her, and that she had left me, 
not the other way around. 

Because my father was no kind of father at all. 

“Who are you?” Ozma had asked, just before we’d entered 
the fog. | had ignored the question, but now | knew that she 
had been trying to help me. It didn’t matter what Nox 
thought of me, or didn’t think of me. All that mattered was 
that | knew who | was. 

And | did. For all the ways | had changed since I’d come to 
Oz, | was still the same person I’d been back in Kansas. Yes | 
might have been quiet and shy, the kind of person who did 
my best to keep my head down just to get through the day. 
But even then, | had never let people walk all over me. Even 
in the days when | didn’t know a left hook from a karate 
kick, I’d still always found my own ways of fighting for the 
things | believed in. 


| had never been selfish or disloyal: I’d spent more time 
thinking about my mother than about myself, l’d put myself 
in the line of Madison Pendleton’s fire more times than | 
could count, because | saw her picking on someone even 
weaker than | was. I’d never given up, even when it might 
have been the smartest thing to do. 

Oz hadn’t changed any of that. It had just made me 
stronger. Now | had the power to win any fight | took on. | 
had a knife that could cut through anything, if | wanted it to. 
And | knew it. 

Slowly, | opened my eyes. The clouds around me seemed 
to have lifted a little bit. And | couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t 
my imagination, but | knew that in a place like this, 
imagination and reality were pretty much the same thing. 

Even without Ozma’s hand in mine, and even without 
seeing her, | knew that she was next to me. | knew that she, 
in her stupid, nonsense way, was the one who had helped 
me through this. What had the Fog of Doubt showed her? 

“Who’s next?” | shouted to the nothingness. “Any more 
ghosts out there?” 

When | got my answer, | kind of wished I’d kept the 
question to myself. The fog had saved its biggest gun for 
last: Dorothy. 

And not just her voice. She was there in the flesh, 
hovering a few feet above the road, right in the middle of 
my path, haughty and imperious, her red shoes crackling 
with magic. 

At first, she didn’t seem to notice me, but when she did, 
her face softened into a disarmingly kind expression that 
bordered on sympathy. Instead of screaming or insulting me 
or telling me what a loser | was, she smiled. 

“I knew you'd be here before long,” she said. “The 
Scarecrow didn’t believe me, but | told him you were too 
smart to listen to the Fantasms. They’re liars. Figments. | 
know you better than they do, that’s for sure. You and | are 
alike, you know.” 


“Yeah, people keep saying that,” | said. 

| moved toward her slowly, not sure what | was supposed 
to do next. She wasn’t any different from the rest of them, 
except that | could see her. But if she was a figment of my 
imagination, would she go away if | ignored her or did | still 
have to fight her? 

She was a figment of my imagination, right? 

Dorothy shrugged. “Aw, c’mon,” she said. “Don’t make it 
like that. We’re two of a kind. Two good old farm girls a long 
way from home. We could practically be sisters.” 

“First off,” | said, still advancing on my probably imaginary 
enemy, “all | Know about farms is that they stink when you 
pass them on the highway. Second, | don’t have a sister. If | 
did, and she was anything like you, | would have drowned 
her before she’d learned to walk.” 

“Back home, they call that kind of spirit gumption,” she 
said, curling a beckoning, red-nailed fingertip in my 
direction. “And | like a girl with gumption. | am a girl with 
gumption, after all. Join me. It’s lonely at the top, you know? 
Plus, ruling this place is a lot of work. Between the two of 
us, though, we could really turn this dump upside down. 
Make it a place actually worth living in, and have some fun 
in the meantime.” 

| shot off a fireball, aiming for the center of her chest. It 
went right through her, just as I’d known it would, but at 
least it had been enough to annoy her: Dorothy’s smile 
curdled. 

“Fine,” she said sourly. “I didn’t really expect anything 
different. Hoped, maybe. Go ahead, keep on fighting, if 
that’s what you want. Like it even makes a difference? If you 
think you're really doing any good, think again. You’re just 
winging it anyway, aren’t you? You have no idea what you’re 
doing unless someone else is telling you to do it. Guess 
what, none of the witches you let boss you around know shit 
either. Every brilliant move you make just makes me 
stronger.” 


“Oh yeah? Maybe we should test that,” | said, faking 
confidence. 

“You know why? Because you'll never kill me, and the 
harder you try, the closer you get to becoming just /ike me. 
Pretty soon, you'll be knocking on my door, just begging for 
me to clear off a throne for you. You know I’m right. | can 
see it in your face.” 

Claim yourself, the Magril had said. | suddenly 
understood. Dorothy and Glinda both thought they had my 
number. They both thought | was what Dorothy herself had 
been: a good little girl from the prairie who hadn’t meant 
any of it, who had never dreamed that she would turn out 
evil but just needed a little help—a little temptation, a few 
empty promises—to get there. 

“Maybe you're right,” | said. “Everyone else seems to 
think so. But there’s one important difference between us.” 

“What’s that?” Dorothy asked sweetly. 

“I know who I am,” | said. | thought I’d said it quietly, but 
when the words came out they weren’t quiet at all. They 
reverberated like | was whispering into a microphone. 

Dorothy took a step backward. 

| felt my knife itching to come to me, but | willed it away, 
just to prove a point to myself: that | didn’t need it. It was 
just a knife. It had a few magical bells and whistles, sure, 
not to mention a really nice hand-carved Magril on its hilt, 
but | wasn’t powerful because of the knife. The knife was 
powerful because of me. 

So instead of summoning it, | just summoned myself. | 
thought of every doubt I’d ever had, of every time I’d had to 
eat the crap sandwich that my mother, and Madison 
Pendleton, and Dorothy had served me. Those days were 
gone. 

“I. Know. Who. |. AM,” | said again, more confidently this 
time with each word bringing forth every bit of the power, 
the rage, and—yeah—the wickedness, that had been 


building inside of me since | was just a little girl. “And I’m 
willing to fight for it.” 

My hands began to vibrate, and | clenched them into fists, 
then thrust them forward and brought them together with a 
thunderclap as a bolt of black lightning came down from the 
sky, cutting through the fog. 

Everything went dark, and then slowly, the darkness 
lifted. The fog was gone, the voices were gone, Dorothy was 
gone, and | could see again. | had passed the test. 

Ozma and | were standing on a narrow, pebbly beach in a 
basin in the mountains where the road had led us. When | 
turned around, | saw the road curving up through a narrow 
gap in a ridge of rocky peaks so high that | could barely see 
the tops when I craned my neck. Ahead of us was a vast, 
glassy lake, and beyond that, on the other side—it was 
impossible to tell how far away—were more mountains, 
even taller than the ones we had just come through. 

As the road wended down the shore toward the water’s 
edge, it petered out until all that was left of it were a few 
scattered, moss-covered yellowish bricks. Wedged into the 
gaps sat a small, wooden canoe so weathered by age and 
wind and rain that it looked ready to fall apart at the 
slightest touch. Next to it, staked into the muddy bank, was 
a hand-lettered sign. 

This way to the Island of Lost Things, it read. 

The Island of Lost Things. That sounded at least slightly 
better than the Fog of Doubt. Actually, it sounded like it had 
possibilities. | kicked the side of the canoe and found it 
Surprisingly sturdy, and as Ozma and | exchanged a glance, 
| sensed that we were both wondering the same thing. 

If we were headed for the Island of Lost Things, was it to 
find something that had gone missing, or did it mean we, 
too, were lost? 

No. | felt, for the first time, like | was found. 


FIFTEEN 


| rowed until my arms felt like they were about to fall off and 
then rowed some more while Ozma mostly dozed, every 
now and then waking up just long enough to look around, 
see that nothing much had changed, and slide back into a 
blissed-out nap. 

| had started out paddling toward the mountains on the 
other side of the water, under the assumption if | just kept 
going in one direction long enough, I'd find the island 
eventually. But the mountains—which had loomed so huge 
in the distance from the beach—were now somehow 
growing smaller as | moved toward them, sinking into the 
horizon line until they had disappeared. 

Even with a paddle, that left me pretty much up a creek. | 
was sitting in the middle of a smooth, almost motionless 
plate of water that reflected the sky to the point where it 
was hard to tell which was which. | couldn’t even head back 
to where I’d started: with nothing in any direction except 
water, it was impossible to tell where I’d come from. 

| felt like | had rowed out to the end of the world and 
found myself right back at the beginning of it. 

The only thing | had to guide me was the sun—not that /t 
seemed very trustworthy at the moment either. While the 
mountains had been busy doing their amazing disappearing 
act, the sun’s movement in the sky had been speeding up, 
and now it was rising and sinking and rising and sinking 
over and over, like a time-lapse animation brought to life. 

| guess it was possible that someone was going crazy with 
the Great Clock back in the Emerald City, but somehow | 
didn’t think so. When I was little, and my mom had told me 


about the International Date Line, I’d imagined it as a real 
line, painted down the middle of the world, and that if you 
stood with your feet on either side of it and looked at your 
watch, it would get so confused that the hands would start 
Spinning around, out of whack. This felt something like that 
—like we were trapped in a place where time didn’t know 
which way was up anymore. 

“| thought you were supposed to be the one leading the 
way,” | snapped at Ozma, who was still oblivious in her 
Slumber, her hand dangling out of the boat, her fingers 
dragging in the water. “How about waking up and helping 
me out here?” 

She sighed in her sleep and turned the other way. 

Out of ideas, | tried casting a pathfinder spell, but when | 
conjured up the usually trusty ball of energy to guide us, all 
it did was flutter around in confusion, then sputter out. 

| stared out at the water in frustration. “At least it’s not 
telling me what a loser | am,” | mused aloud. Secretly, | kind 
of wished it would, if only for the change of pace. A few 
Fantasms might not have been pleasant, but they would 
have given me someone to talk to other than myself and 
Sleeping Beauty over here. 

The sound of my own voice made me feel giddy to the 
point of near drunkenness, and | began to giggle. “I guess | 
should have known that the Island of Lost Things wouldn’t 
be easy to find,” | said. “It would almost be funny, right? | 
mean, if we weren’t so totally, completely, utterly lost.” 

Then my giggles became hysterical laughter. | wasn’t 
laughing at my joke (which wasn’t really a joke even) but 
from sheer joy. Because at the exact moment that my words 
escaped my mouth, | saw it: against the hot-pink silver 
dollar of the plunging sun, a tiny, crescent-shaped sliver of 
land had made itself suddenly apparent. Roused by my 
whooping, Ozma yawned, stretched, and rubbed her eyes, 
sitting up and cracking her neck from one side to the next. 

“Finders keepers,” she said groggily. 


| was too overjoyed to be annoyed at her nonsense. Now 
that | had spotted it, | began to paddle again in earnest and 
the island was approaching rapidly, rising up out of the 
water like some reverse Atlantis. 

It made such perfect sense that | felt stupid for not 
thinking of it earlier. Duh. You couldn't find the Island of Lost 
Things until you had gotten yourself lost beyond any hope 
of finding. If I'd given up an hour, or a day ago, it would 
have appeared that much quicker. So much for quitters 
never win. 

But the sight of a destination—any destination!—had 
energized me, and | pushed myself as hard as | could, 
gaping when | realized that the island, while small, was 
actually something like a city, complete with a cluster of tall, 
boxy, and downright American-looking high-rises shooting 
up into the sky. 

As the island grew nearer and nearer, | noticed all sorts of 
detritus floating in the water. There were old, soggy books, 
loose papers, pieces of clothing, wooden toys, and other 
stuff | didn’t recognize. Soon, there was so much of it that 
you couldn’t see the water at all. 

The boat began to drag, so | jumped overboard, into the 
muck, and began pulling it, behind me, with Ozma still in it, 
trying not to think about what | was wading through. Before 
long, | was crawling ashore onto blessed, wonderful, dry 
land. 

| mean, there must have been land somewhere 
underneath all the junk strewn about. This beach was in 
serious need of a caretaker, considering that the whole 
Shoreline was heaped with piles upon piles of what 
appeared to be trash. It struck me that maybe there wasn’t 
any land underneath it. Maybe the island was just one big 
landfill. 

Upon closer inspection, | realized that it wasn’t exactly 
trash. Some of it might as well have been, but there seemed 
to be some kind of method to the way it was organized. 


There were heaps of old coins and silverware and laundry 
and magazines as well as other stuff | didn’t recognize, all of 
it piled on top of more piles up and down the coast. The only 
thing natural that lay in sight was a thin barrier of palm 
trees that marked the end of the beach. Beyond those, the 
buildings I’d seen from the water loomed. 

By now, Ozma had made it ashore, and she seemed just 
as intrigued by the island as | was. She looked around, made 
a beeline for what seemed to me to be a random mound of 
metallic scraps, and began to dig through it. 

After only a few minutes of tossing stuff aside, she came 
back up, triumphantly holding a golden, jewel-encrusted 
scepter almost as tall as she was, topped with O2z’s insignia. 
She held it forth, beaming with pride, and banged it against 
the ground as if to remind me not to forget that she was the 
queen, after all. 

| would have been more impressed if | hadn’t been 
distracted by something I’d spotted out of the corner of my 
eye. Something pastel and Argyle. 

| gasped when | got a good look at it. It was a sock. It was 
my sock; the long-lost half of my favorite pair. How had it 
made it all the way here from Kansas? Had it shaken loose 
somehow when I'd been carried over in the tornado? 

No. | was positive I’d lost it at the laundromat. 

Oh, so what. It didn’t matter where it had come from. | 
leaned down and scooped it up. It didn’t do me a hell of a 
lot of good with its unmissing match still safely back in 
Kansas, but | was glad to see it, if only for the unexpected 
reminder of home. | held it to my face to find that it was 
warm from the sun and still smelled like the off-brand fabric 
softener | used to buy out of an old-fashioned coin-op 
dispenser. 

Ozma was rooting around on the ground like a pig 
searching out truffles, and | felt a surge of unreasonable 
glee as | joined her in the hunt for who knows what. Pretty 
soon, | had unearthed the final page of my tenth grade state 


government term paper, which l’d dropped somewhere 
between arriving at school and getting to class—earning 
myself a B minus for the quarter in the process—along with 
an old door key (I Knew it was mine because of the battered, 
plastic SpongeBob key chain), a French textbook I’d had to 
Shell out forty bucks to replace, and, most astonishingly, the 
beloved silver chain that my grandmother had given me for 
my tenth birthday just before she’d died. When I'd realized 
it was missing a few years later, I’d just assumed it was 
because my mom had pawned it for cash. 

| rolled the chain over and over in my hand, admiring it, 
then hung it carefully around my neck. There was a 
satisfying click as | locked the clasp, and something about 
that sound, and the feeling of the metal against my 
collarbone, gave me a pang of regret. 

Things had gotten insane so quickly since I'd arrived in Oz 
that I’d never really stopped to think about all the things I'd 
lost in coming here. Not the big things: of course I’d thought 
about my mother, and I’d even missed my room back in my 
old trailer every now and then. It was the other stuff that | 
hadn’t thought about that came back to me now. The books 
I'd loved that I’d never read again—books that had nothing 
to do with Oz—and my favorite sweater, and the birthday 
cards from my father that I’d kept saved in a shoebox in the 
back of my closet. 

Even my old self. She had been ordinary, but she had 
been someone, and now she was gone. I’d never taken the 
time to say good-bye to her. 

| was so caught up in the feeling that | didn’t notice at first 
that Ozma and | were no longer alone on the beach. 

But then | had the sense that | was being watched, and 
when | looked up and saw the lanky, wild-haired figure who 
was gazing at me, my heart practically burst open with joy. 

This had to have been Pete’s doing. When he’d promised 
to try to help, | hadn’t dared to think he would actually be 
able to make good on it, but apparently | should have given 


him more credit. He had led me right where I'd asked him 
to, and done it in what had to be record time. 

Standing there, atop a hill of ballpoint pens, looking as 
beautiful as l’d ever seen him, was Nox. 

“I was wondering when you'd make it here,” he said. “l 
figured it only had to be a matter of time, but damn, you 
sure know how to keep a guy waiting.” 


SIXTEEN 


| jumped to my feet and flung myself into Nox’s arms, 
practically knocking him over in the process. 

If it had been a movie, the camera would have rotated 
around us as the orchestra swelled and Nox swept me up in 
his arms. Young lovers, reunited at last, happily ever after— 
you know the drill. If it were a movie, the strings would have 
come in at the very moment that our lips met in a 
passionate, do-or-die kiss. 

But it wasn’t a movie. Instead, we held each other for a 
few seconds before awkwardly breaking apart and standing 
there, not quite looking at each other. 

“Hi,” | said. 

“Hi,” Nox replied. 

“So,” | said. 

“Yeah,” he said. 

Seeing him again, just when | least expected it, | was 
reminded of how little | knew him. We had fought against 
each other, and fought at each other’s sides. When he was 
gone, | missed him—I knew that much—but did it actually 
mean anything? 

“So,” Nox said. “I guess we have a lot to talk about.” 

“I guess so,” | mumbled. “So where do we start?” 

Nox ran a hand through his hair. He looked up at the sky, 
where the sun was setting again. “Look,” he said. “I don’t 
even know how long I’ve been stuck here. Long enough to 
think about some stuff. And...” 

He clenched his eyes shut, like he was in pain. “Oh, screw 
it,” he muttered to himself. 


So here’s where the strings come in. And, more 
importantly, the kiss. It wasn’t a kiss from a movie. It was 
just a kiss: sloppy and grateful and a little awkward, as we 
found our footing and tried to figure out exactly how we 
were supposed to fit together and then settled into 
something that was both new and familiar at the same time. 

When it was over, the credits didn’t roll. There definitely 
was no happily ever after. But | felt happy anyway. 

We both stood there looking at each other like, what was 
that?, neither of us with any idea what we were supposed to 
Say. 

Then every question | had came spilling out in one breath. 
“How'd you get here?” | asked. “Do you know where 
Glamora is? Are you okay? Did you take that stupid boat, 
too?” 

Nox tried to speak over me, answering my questions and 
asking his own, but | didn’t leave him any room. It was too 
much of a relief just to get to talk to him. After all this time. | 
would shut up when I was ready. 

“What about the fog?” | asked. “What did you see in 
there?” 

Nox shook his head blankly. He didn’t know what | was 
talking about. “Fog?” 

“Didn’t you come through the Fog of Doubt?” | asked. “To 
get here, | mean.” 

“| don’t actually know how | got here. | just kind of, uh, 
showed up,” he said. “One minute Mombi was teleporting us 
out of the Emerald City, the next minute things got all 
screwed up. And then | was here. Guess | got lost.” 

“It sort of makes sense,” | said, rolling it over in my head. 
“I mean, kinda. How long have you been here?” 

“No idea. Days at least. Weeks? Who knows. Time’s even 
screwier than normal here, | think.” 

“What have you been doing?” 

“Nothing, really. Just sifting through all this stuff, hoping 
I'd find something useful. Mostly | was just trying not to go 


crazy. | probably would have, if | hadn’t known you would 
show up eventually.” 

“Wait. How did you know I was coming? Even / didn’t know 
| was coming.” 

“| just had a feeling telling me | should sit tight. That you 
were on the way.” He wiggled his fingers and made a spooky 
warbling sound. “I’m psychic, | guess.” 

“Ha,” | said, giving him a funny look. 

He gave me the exact same look right back. “No, really. | 
ama little psychic. You knew that, right?” 

“Somehow | missed it.” 

He raised his eyebrows in surprise. 

“You're serious?” | said. 

“Oh. It’s really no big thing. The sixth sense comes in 
handy in fights, so | can figure out my opponent’s next 
move. Basically when my gut talks, | listen. It’s just that my 
gut has a lot to say. Been that way since | was a little kid. 
Since before | even learned magic. What, you think Mombi 
rescued me out of the kindness of her heart?” 

“Kinda, yeah,” | said. “I guess that /s what | thought.” 

“Nah. | mean, she probably would have rescued me 
anyway, but | doubt she would have taken me under her 
wing the way she did. Mombi only does that when she 
thinks someone might be useful. Anyway, I’m half-kidding. | 
mean, | am a little psychic, sometimes, but | don’t think 


that’s how | knew you were coming. | think I just...” He 
paused. “I mean, | guess it was less like | knew you were 
coming and more like, | had to hope for something. 


Otherwise | really would have lost my mind. I’m serious.” 

“Oh,” | said, taken aback. | was flattered, yes, but this was 
way more sincerity than | was used to from him. It was more 
talking than | was used to from him too. The Nox | knew 
wasn’t exactly what you would call an open book. He was 
more like a tightly locked safe. 

“Sorry,” he said. “Forget it. And forget the questions, too. | 
don’t have any of the answers. I’ve been stuck on this 


island. You’re the one who’s been out in the world. Tell me 
what I’ve been missing.” 

So | took a deep breath and then started at the beginning. 
Nox listened in rapt fascination. 

Then he went in a direction | hadn’t expected. “You met a 
Magril, huh?” 

“Yeah,” | said. “Why?” 

“No reason,” he said. “It’s just that I’ve never heard of 
anyone actually seeing one before. The Magril’s more like a 
legend or something. | didn’t even know they were real.” 

| let out a little laugh. “Come on. This is Oz. Witches are 
real. Fairies are real. Everything’s real here.” 

“Yeah,” he said. “Everything except the Magril. That’s why 
it’s kind of strange that you saw one. That you talked to it. 
Especially since...” 

He trailed off, but | knew what he was talking about, and | 
pulled my knife down from the air and held it in my open 
palm so that we could both look at it. On the hilt, just as Nox 
had carved it, was the very same bird | had encountered. 

“What do you think it means?” | asked. 

He shook his head. “Means something, 
anyway. What happened next?” 

“Oh,” | said, realizing that there were some parts of the 
story | wanted to keep to myself. “You know. Fog. Doubt. A 
really dumb boat. Then | was here.” 

Nox raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t press any further. 
“So here we are,” he said. “I guess it would have been too 
easy for you to show up and tell me that Dorothy was dead, 
the kingdom was restored, and all wrongs had been 
reversed, huh?” 

| gave him an /n your dreams look. “Yeah,” | said. “Maybe 
you did go crazy out here.” 

“Maybe,” he said. Then something struck him. “Hey,” he 
said with a touch of excitement in his voice. “I want to show 
you something.” 


” he said. “But 


| nodded, figuring that it would be something useful. 
Something to lead us where we were going. Instead, Nox 
pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it, 
carefully smoothing the creases. 

“| searched this island up and down. Didn’t find anything. 
Except this.” He handed me the paper with a cockeyed 
expression that was both proud and bashful. 

It was a photograph. In it, a chubby kid—really just a baby 
—sat wedged between two handsome grown-ups. On the 
left, the man was stern-mouthed, but his eyes were 
twinkling like he was laughing inwardly at a secret joke. The 
woman, on the right, was beautiful, but with a certain 
goofiness to her, which was accentuated by the fact that her 
hair, like Nox’s, was so wild that it looked like she’d just 
stuck her finger in an electrical socket. Meanwhile, the kid 
looked like he would never in his life be able to take 
anything in the world seriously. His face was all scrunched 
up like he couldn’t stop laughing long enough for the shutter 
to snap. If it weren’t for the full head of hair so black that it 
was almost purple, | would never have guessed. 

“It’s you,” | said. 

Nox nodded, blushing furiously. | didn’t think | had ever 
seen Nox blush before. It was basically adorable. 

“Are those your parents?” 

“Yeah,” he said. “I didn’t even really remember what they 
looked like, until | found it. It must have gotten lost when 
our village got ransacked.” 

| looked at the picture again, this time trying to imagine 
another life for Nox. In the picture, he was just a little kid 
who couldn’t stop laughing, who had two parents who loved 
him, and all the opportunity in the world to look forward to. 
It broke my heart, a little bit, to see him like this, knowing 
what was in store for him—knowing how the picture would 
have been different if it had been taken just a few years 
later. 


| wondered who he would have become if Dorothy had 
never come back to Oz. If his parents hadn’t been murdered 
when Dorothy’s soldiers had raided his village, if he hadn’t 
had to be rescued by Mombi and raised to fight, if he’d been 
able to make his own choices about what he wanted for his 
life, rather than having them all made for him. 

“Things should have been different for you,” | said quietly. 
| wasn’t sure he would know what | meant, but he did. 

“We're the same like that,” he said. “Aren’t we?” 

| had never thought of it that way, but | realized that he 
was right, sort of. | hadn’t grown up in Oz or had my life 
ripped apart by a monster like Dorothy Gale, but it’s not like 
things had gone the way they could have for me either. 

Once upon a time, my mother, my father, and | had all 
lived together in a house that was full of sunlight. On 
Sunday mornings, | would wake up to the smell of pancakes 
and bacon and the country station turned up loud to George 
and Tammy singing a duet, and even when things hadn't 
been completely perfect, it had always felt a little bit like 
the world was just waiting for me to step out into it. 

That was before my dad lost his job, before he’d left, 
before we’d lost the house. It was before my mom’s 
accident, and the drugs that took her away, too. Before the 
tornado that brought me to Oz, whether | wanted it to or 
not. 

If those things hadn’t happened, would | have grown up 
into someone happier and easier, with a smile, someone 
who could just laugh things off? Someone prettier, more 
popular, someone who didn’t always feel a little 
uncomfortable in my own skin? 

Would | still have had this angry thing always coiled up 
inside of me like a rattlesnake itching to strike? 

| looked at Nox. 

“Sometimes | wish things had been easier for me,” | said. 
“But in the weirdest way, I’m kind of glad for it, too. Because 
| don’t think | would have wanted to be anything else.” 


“I know,” he said. “Same.” We didn’t have to say anything 

else. He put a hand on mine and let it rest there for a while. 
In its own way, I realized, the island was beautiful. Like us. 

It was messed up to think it, but it felt like everything—for 
now at least—was perfect. 

“Do you think Glamora’s somewhere on the island, too?” | 
wondered aloud. 

“Not likely,” Nox said. “I’ve pretty much covered the 
whole place. There’s no one here. The city is just past the 
trees. It’s unbelievable; I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

“I saw the skyscrapers from the water,” | said. “I didn’t 
realize there was a whole city though. | wonder how it got 
here. You don’t think there’s anyone hiding out in there?” 

“|I guess you never know, but if there is, they're hiding 
pretty good. Anyway, Glamora’s got to be okay. She’s 
second to Mombi when it comes to sorcery. Sometimes first. 
l'm sure she found her way out of the in-between just fine. 
She’s probably biding her time, resting up until she gets her 
power back. Like Mombi.” 

| hoped he was right. 

“So what do you think we do next?” | wondered, casting 
my eyes across the terrain, trying to see where Ozma had 
gone. She was still digging through the piles of lost objects, 
but she was doing it aimlessly, like she had lost whatever 
trail she’d been following all this time. 

“Well,” he said, “we should probably find Polychrome, 
right? If that’s what Mombi Dearest says.” 

“Yeah,” | sighed. “Il guess so. Ozma should be leading us, 
but ever since we got in that boat, it’s like her radar’s been 
jammed. Something about this place is messing with her, | 
guess.” 

“Or maybe she wasn’t bringing you to Polychrome at all,” 
he said. “Maybe she’s not as suggestible as Mombi thinks.” 

We sat there for a minute quietly. When | looked at him, | 
realized he was looking at me in this intense, serious way. 

“What?” | asked. 


Instead of answering me, he touched my cheek softly. 

“We can change things,” he said. “Forget Mombi, forget 
Glamora, forget the Order. We don’t need to do it for anyone 
else. Let’s just do it for us.” 

| didn’t quite understand what he meant, and then | did. 
He meant that we had both been through some terrible shit, 
but that the credits weren’t rolling yet. There was still time 
for us to write ourselves a happy ending. 

He leaned toward me, and | leaned in to meet him 
halfway. 

This kiss was different than the first one. It was slower, 
and longer, and still awkward, but in a different way. It was a 
kiss that felt right. 

If | hadn’t felt a persistent tugging at my sleeve, we 
probably could have kept going for another hour. But the 
tugging didn’t stop, and | broke away to see what was up. It 
was Ozma. 

“Come on,” | groaned. 

She was pointing to the line of trees, drawing my attention 
to a rustling in the leaves as another figure stepped into 
view. 

“| thought you said there was no one else here,” | said to 
Nox. 

“There wasn’t. Must be a new arrival. You ready?” 

“| guess,” | said. “When am I not?” 

Ready or not wasn’t the point. | was always ready. But 
now, this time, and especially after a kiss like that, | was 
nervous. | had finally been reunited with Nox, and | didn’t 
think | could handle losing him again. 

Luckily, the stranger looked friendly as he shambled 
toward us. Or, if not exactly friendly, then at least like he 
wouldn’t be much of a threat unless you ran into his elbow 
in a mosh pit. 

“Hey,” he shouted, looking utterly unconcerned when he 
spotted us. “You guys come here often?” 


He was wiry but muscular at the same time, and was 
wearing a pair of faded black skinny jeans with a loose, 
tunic-like tank top that revealed his rail-thin physique. 

The best way to describe him was pretty. He wasn’t just 
cute, or handsome, or sexy, although if you thought about 
it, he was all of those things, too. Mostly, though, he was 
just pretty, with sharp, high cheekbones, pale, deep-set 
eyes, and a halo of perfectly unkempt white-blond ringlets 
framing a chiseled, angular face. He had pillowy, apple-red 
lips that made me think of one of Madison Pendleton’s 
prized Madame Alexander dolls. Like the dolls, this guy 
looked like he belonged in a glass case. 

“Well, well, well,” he said when he’d had the chance to 
really check us out. “I see you’ve got a princess on your 
hands.” He bowed toward Ozma. | was a little surprised he 
knew her, but then again, she was the rightful whatever. 
“Who are you guys? Is this, like, some kind of diplomatic 
mission?” 

“Who wants to know?” Nox asked, eyeing the guy with 
Suspicion. 

“Uh ...1do. That’s why I asked, you know?” 

“I’ve been here for weeks,” Nox said. “The whole island’s 
been totally empty. Wanna tell us how you got here?” 

If the guy noticed how hostile Nox was being, he didn’t 
much care. “Same as you, | figure,” he said affably. “I got 
lost. But I’m always lost, pretty much. Actually | kind of like 
being lost. When you're lost, you don’t have to be 
responsible for anything. I’m Bright, by the way.” 

“l'm Amy,” | said. 

“Nice to meet you, Amy,” Bright said. He turned to Nox, 
who looked him over with one eyebrow frozen in a skeptical 
arch. 

The two of them eyed each other carefully, sizing each 
other up in that way that guys do. | could have told them to 
just skip it. So they weren’t going to get along. Fine. Why 
waste time making it official? 


“Is Bright your real name?” | asked, just trying to move 
on. Totally dumb question—I was just trying to break the 
tension. 

“| don’t think so,” Bright said. “But who can remember?” 
He sighed. “My parents always said | was bright as a button. 
| can’t ask them, though. They’re dead. Dorothy, you know. 
Whatever.” He swatted a careless hand at the air. | couldn’t 
tell if he was sad, bored, or just really, really spacey. If he 
was the kind of guy who got lost on the regular and couldn’t 
remember what his real name was, it was probably the 
latter. 

His eyes lit up as he spotted something on the ground. 

“Ah! Here it is. Been looking all over for this. Knew it had 
to be around here somewhere.” 

Bright knelt to the ground and plucked up a cigarette case 
made from some kind of metal that | couldn’t identify. In the 
few seconds it took him to pick it up, flip it open, and pull 
out a cigarette, the case must have changed colors at least 
six times in the light. 

He shoved it into his pocket and lit up with a heavy silver 
lighter, inhaling deeply before letting out a thick puff of 
smoke that | waved away without thinking about it. 

| wasn’t actually trying to be rude. It was just a habit from 
the long, ongoing battle I’d had with my mother about 
smoking in our tiny trailer without bothering to crack a 
window. 

“Oh, relax,” Bright said. “It’s not even tobacco—that stuff 
will kill you, plus it makes you stink. These are good for 
you.” He took another drag, and this time when he exhaled | 
noticed that the smoke was vaguely multicolored. It smelled 
pretty good, too, kind of like the fresh smell of pavement 
right after a rainstorm. 

“What?” he said, registering my curiosity. “You never met 
anyone who smokes rainbows?” 

“Oh, come on,” Nox snorted. | couldn’t decide whether or 
not to be pleased that the appearance of this stranger had 


caused Nox to revert to his old, prickly self. 

“They’re rolled from the finest dried rainbow husks 
Rainbow Falls has to offer,” Bright said. “Hard to get these 
days, now that there’s not much trade with the mainland. 
But | hear Dorothy has a case or fifty stashed away for 
special occasions. They’re all | smoke. Luckily | have a 
steady supply. Get ’em straight from the source.” 

A light bulb went off over my head. 

“Wait,” | asked, putting all of the pieces together. 
“Rainbow Falls? You don’t know someone named 
Polychrome, do you?” 

Bright’s lips curled into a crooked, rakish smile. 

“Know her? Yeah, | think we might have met once or 
twice,” he said. “Cool girl. Crazy as anyone you'll ever meet, 
but there are worse things than crazy, right?” 

“We're looking for her,” | said. “Do you know where we 
can find her?” 

“Ahh.” Bright tapped his chin. “I might be able to help you 
out. Is there a reward?” 

Nox was already seething. “Yeah, the reward is that we 
save the kingdom from an evil tyrant and you get to keep on 
smoking your rainbow cigarettes without a care in the 
world.” 

“Well, that’s tempting,” Bright said. “What else have you 
got?” 

| figured maybe it was time to step in and lighten the 
mood. 

“How ‘bout a French One textbook? It’s worth forty 
bucks.” | was half joking, but if this dude thought he was 
getting my necklace or even my Argyle sock, he was 
dreaming. Which might not have been so far-fetched for a 
guy who smokes rainbows. 

“Sorry,” Bright said. “I already speak French. Peut-être 
vous pouvez m’apprendre a embrasser en francais a la 
place?” 


My old French teacher Madame Pusalino would have been 
extremely disappointed in how quickly lI’d forgotten my 
conversational skills. It took me a good minute to translate 
what he’d said, and when | figured it out, all | could do was 
Snap my head back and shoot him my most withering look. 

“What'd he say?” Nox asked, narrowing his eyes. 

“Mochtet ihr deutscher Schokoladenkuchen?” Ozma 
offered. 

All three of us turned and stared at her. She smiled and 
shrugged. 

“Look,” | finally said. “Forget all this. Tell us how to find 
Polychrome.” 

Without mentioning it, | called forth a small spell. 
Something subtle. My fist began to burn with orange, 
smoldering flame. 

“Jeez!” Bright said, taking the hint. “Don’t get all hot 
under the collar. I’m just messing around. Although I have to 
admit, it’s not every day that | meet a girl as beautiful as 
you who can do magic.” 

Nox made a move to step between us. “How about you 
back off?” he snapped, looking ready to actually punch the 
guy. 

“Whoa there, mon frére,” Bright said, now raising his 
palms in a show of completely insincere apology. “I’m a 
lover, not a fighter. Anyway, | didn’t know the lady had a 
protector on call. As a gentleman, | stand down.” 

“And as a gentlewoman, | can protect myself,” | said, 
glaring at Nox. Then to Bright: “If you think I’m pretty now, 
you should see me when I’m splattered with blood and 
entrails. I’m a ruthless killer, you know.” 

Out of nowhere, Ozma interjected. “Bring us to her,” she 
said, slamming her scepter into the ground. All three of us 
turned to stare at her, momentarily united in amazement, 
and | realized that, with her scepter, she suddenly looked 
more regal than before. | wondered if finding it had 
somehow made her stronger. 


“Well!” Bright said. “I didn’t know it was a royal 
command! The way | heard it, you weren’t doing much 
commanding at all these days, Your Highness. But I’m 
nothing if not a faithful subject. l'Il try to be of service if | 
can.” 

“Yeah,” Nox said, apparently still not ready to admit that 
Bright was harmless. “How about you do that.” 

“Whoa, chill, pal. The door to the falls will be around here 
somewhere—when I’m in the mood to go home, it’s never 
too far away. Everyone else has a bitch of a time finding it. 
Meanwhile, half the time | feel like it’s following me. When 
I’m not lost, that is. Go figure.” 

He began to shamble toward the trees, | guess expecting 
us to tag along. 

“What an asshole,” Nox said under his breath. | elbowed 
him in the ribs as a friendly reminder to let it go. | didn’t 
disagree, but for now, we needed this guy. 


After moving quickly through the palm trees, we found 
ourselves standing on a cobblestone street at the edge of 
the city. From the beach, we’d only been able to see a 
silhouetted skyline against the blue sky, but now that we 
were jin it, it was stranger and larger than | had expected. It 
was like something out of a fairy tale—which | know is a 
weird thing to say when you’re already in a fairy tale, but 
that was Oz for you. 

Skyscrapers stood cheek by jowl with dilapidated shacks 
that in turn pushed up against huge, strange houses with 
cupolas built on top of porticos built on top of steeply gabled 
roofs. A strip of dusty, abandoned shops advertised strange 
things like baby teeth by the pound and a two-for-one deal 
on lost marbles. Everything was crowded so close together 
that it looked like the whole town was about to collapse in 
on itself. And the twisty, narrow cobblestone street snarled 
its way through it all. 


The sun was setting again, and was just beginning to dip 
behind the skyline, and, other than me, Nox, Ozma, and 
Bright, there wasn’t a person in sight. 

Nox looked at me, and saw me taking it all in. “I told you it 
was incredible,” he said. “The whole time | was lost, | was 
hoping I’d get to show it to you.” 

It was the corniest thing | could ever imagine him saying. 
It was sweet, but it was unexpected. 

He noticed my surprise, and looked a little embarrassed, 
but before he could say anything else, Bright interrupted our 
moment. 

“Everyone loves the Beach of Misplaced Objects, 
obviously,” Bright said. “But the beach is for tourists. The 
city here—this is the real deal. This is where the really lost 
shit ends up.” 

“Like us,” | mumbled. After everything, the fact that we 
had made our way here felt fitting. Even though we were 
looking for the door out, there was something about the 
place that felt like a final destination. 

“You said it, not me,” Bright said. He leaned against a 
burned-out streetlamp, lit another cigarette, and regarded 
the streets, multicolored smoke wafting out into the dusk. 
“Let’s try”—he let his index finger drift lazily through the air 
until it landed on a random point—“this way.” 

“Why that way?” Nox asked. “What’s that way?” 

“Dunno,” Bright said. “Why not?” 

He was already moving, headed toward the strip of 
storefronts facing the beach. He peered into a store that 
appeared, from the window display, to only stock old, 
broken doll parts, then shook his head. 

“Nope,” he said. “Not in there.” 

“How long does it usually take you?” | asked. “To find the 
door?” 

“Depends. One thing about always being lost is you get a 
lot of practice when it comes to finding your way home. But 
you never know. Sometimes it takes five minutes. 


Sometimes a week. Look, my track record is way better than 
most people’s. You guys could look for the door for the rest 
of your lives and never quite get there. You’re lucky you 
found me.” 

| was still stuck on the numbers. “A week?” | asked. “l 
don’t know if we really have that long.” 

“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t take a week, then. I’m telling 
you, it’s unpredictable. One time it took me something like a 
year to get back to the citadel. Polly was righteously pissed. 
| was like, dude, maybe try not making your damn glass 
castle so hard to find.” 

“A year?” | asked incredulously. 

Ozma, who had been silent since her earlier outburst, 
looked around and waved her newfound scepter. Suddenly | 
noticed an alleyway where there hadn’t been one before, 
wedged between the doll shop and the place that sold the 
baby teeth. Maybe the suggestion spell Mombi had put in 
her ear was still at work. 

Bright noticed the alley at the same time | did. “Well, what 
do you know?” he said. He cocked an eyebrow at Ozma. “l 
guess having a queen along for the ride has its uses.” 

He turned sideways and squeezed himself through the 
gap between the buildings, which was so narrow | wasn’t 
even sure he would fit. But he did, and when | squeezed in 
after him, it turned out that it wasn’t even as tight as it had 
appeared. When | looked over my shoulder, Nox was right 
behind me, with Ozma trailing behind us, her scepter slung 
over her shoulder. 

“Do you really think we can trust this guy?” Nox 
whispered. 

“What choice do we really have?” | responded. 

We wove our way through the back alleys of the Lost City. 
Now and again, Bright would look inside a trash can or rap 
his fist a few times against a wall, checking for something | 
couldn’t figure out. 


| thought it was a little strange that Bright hadn’t really 
asked us who we were, or why we were looking for 
Polychrome. Was it possible that he knew more about us 
than he was letting on? After all, he had recognized Ozma 
right off the bat. 

Before | could worry about this any more, he stopped at 
the entrance to a nondescript office building. He looked up, 
examining the windows, and jiggled the knob. 

“This one, | think,” he said. The door swung open. 

The inside of the building was the complete opposite of 
the city outside. It was the kind of place you'd find in any 
crappy office park in Kansas, complete with an unmanned 
reception desk and a sad little ficus in the corner. It was 
clean, lit by flickering fluorescent lights, and smelled like air 
freshener. 

“How did a place like this wind up on the Island of Lost 
Things?” | asked, wondering. 

“Hell if | know,” Bright replied. “Someone must have lost 
it, | guess. Foreclosure?” He pressed the button for the 
elevator. It dinged, opened, and we all crowded inside. 

Bright searched the buttons for the floors until his finger 
landed on one that, instead of bearing a number, was 
pulsing with color, cycling through the spectrum. “Here we 
go,” he said. “Told you | was feeling lucky.” 

Bright punched the button, then turned to me and winked. 
“Next stop, Rainbow Falls.” 

| felt us going up, first slowly and then faster and faster. 
Finally, after both my ears had popped from the altitude, the 
doors slid open. But we weren’t facing the empty hallway or 
a bank of cubicles you might have expected given the decor 
downstairs. Instead, we were looking out onto a blue, open 
sky, where a bright, vertiginous fall of rainbows, rushing just 
like water, crashed thousands of feet toward the ground. 

It was breathtaking. It was one of those things that makes 
you remember, even from the elevator of a crappy office 
building, that you’re really in fairyland. | tried to picture 


what my five-year-old self would have thought if she could 
see me now, about to enter a kingdom of rainbows. 

That’s assuming we were actually about to enter it. | sort 
of hadn’t told anyone in Oz about my debilitating fear of 
heights. “Um,” I said. “So...” 

“What?” Bright asked. “I thought you wanted to see Polly? 
How else do you think you get to Rainbow Falls?” 

“Are we supposed to jump?” | asked, my heart beginning 
to race. I'd already spent way more time than | cared to ina 
state of total emotional free fall, and here | was being asked 
to do it yet again, this time literally. 

Instead of answering, Bright wiggled his eyebrows and 
leapt. “Cannonball!” he shouted, before launching himself 
out the elevator door. 

Nox, never the type to be outdone, gave me a cocky, 
pitched smile and was right behind him with a joyful whoop, 
plunging into a raging sea of color. 

Boys, | thought. What show-offs. 

| knew that | had to jump too. And | knew that no matter 
how | felt, | had to push the fear away. There wasn’t room 
for it. 

| was working up the nerve to go for it when Ozma 
extended a hand. 

“Come,” she said. “Don’t be scared.” 

Something in her tone made me want to show her that | 
wasn't. 

So | took the closest thing to a running start the confines 
of the elevator would allow us, and sailed out into the colors 
of the sky below. 


SEVENTEEN 


The rainbows washed over me. It was like | was being spun 
in some Willy Wonka version of a washing machine. A neon 
palette swirled around me as | tumbled: hot pink, electric 
blue, candy-apple red, grape-soda purple, and every color 
imaginable in between, all of them zooming downward into 
infinity in a twisting, death-defying flume, carrying me faster 
than even seemed possible. 

Once | got used to the nauseous somersaults my stomach 
was pulling—and figured out that | wasn’t going to die—it 
was less scary than | expected it to be. It was actually sort 
of fun. Then the world flipped upside down, and instead of 
falling, | was flying, sailing upward into a radiant light, the 
colors becoming brighter and brighter until they all merged 
with each other. 

When | saw blue, clear sky over my head, | felt myself 
swimming, and | realized the ride was over. | floated upward 
a few more feet and emerged into day in a warm, whirling 
pool of light that wasn’t quite wet and not quite dry, and felt 
like all the sunshine in the world had been poured into a jar 
too tiny to begin to contain all of it. 

Of course: I’d spent enough hours studying with Glamora 
and Gert to know a magical portal when | saw one. 

| rubbed my eyes, adjusting, and saw that Nox and Bright 
were already here. From the edge of the pool, Nox reached 
out a hand to help me, and | took it, climbing up to join him 
on a small, grassy patch of land, feeling like I’d just gotten 
off a waterslide at an amusement park. 

“Fun ride, huh?” Bright asked, wiggling an eyebrow. 


“I’ve definitely had worse. Most of them this week,” | said, 
Shaking myself off and spraying a shower of iridescent 
droplets from my body. 

My jaw dropped at the scenery. We were on an island in 
the air, no more than thirty feet across, suspended high 
above the clouds. The portal I’d just crawled out of took up 
almost all of it, extending all the way to the edge except for 
the area we were standing on, its shimmering light spilling 
out into the sky like water in one of those infinity pools you 
see in ads for fancy hotels. Ozma was crawling out of it 
herself now, but all | could do was gape at the scenery. 

The air was dotted with what could have been hundreds of 
the hovering islands, some huge, others as small as my 
trailer back home. They drifted lazily through the air as if 
being blown by a gentle wind. As they floated, a constantly 
shifting network of vibrant, shimmering rainbows appeared 
and disappeared randomly between them, momentarily 
connecting one to the next before fading away. 

On the largest and highest of all the islands was a crystal 
palace with sharp, angular lines, reflecting and refracting 
the light at a million different angles like a diamond. A trio of 
glittering spires rose up so tall that they looked like they 
could have been scratching the edge of outer space. 

“Come on,” Bright said, pointing toward it. “Polly’ll know 
we're here.” 

Like it knew our exact intentions, a rainbow appeared 
where we stood and shot up to the citadel, forming a long, 
steeply pitched bridge. 

“Don’t worry, they’re totally solid,” Bright said, stepping 
out onto it, “but watch your step anyway, they’re slippery as 
hell.” 

| went next, bracing myself, and though | was expecting a 
long, nail-biting hike up to the castle, it turned out that the 
only thing | had to do was keep my balance: as soon as | 
had both feet on the rainbow, it began to carry me upward. 


| laughed a little. This was like being on an escalator at 
the most surreal mall ever, heading from the food court to 
JCPenney. | breathed deep and tried to relax. The air smelled 
like honeysuckle and filled me with a deep, longing feeling. 
It took me the whole ride to identify it as hope. 


From up close, the palace was even more beautiful than 
before, with intricate floral patterns etched into all of its 
surfaces. The rainbow bridge took us over a moat of clouds 
and right to the castle’s grand, arched entranceway, where 
the doors flung themselves open before we could even step 
up to them. 

Standing behind them was a girl so beautiful that | was 
startled at the sight of her. She was tall and statuesque and 
willowy, wearing a loosely fitting caftan in a neon paisley 
print. Even though the dress was roughly the size and shape 
of a refrigerator box, it was translucent to the point of near 
abstraction, almost like the fabric itself had been woven 
from threads of light and color, and didn’t do much to cover 
the shape of her slim, coltish body. 

But it was her hair that was the most impressive thing 
about the girl. It flowed around her like she was being blown 
with one of those giant fans they use in music videos, and 
was so long that it was hard to tell where it ended. It was 
intertwined with beads and flowers and threads of color that 
shifted through the spectrum depending on the angle you 
looked at them. 

| had a pretty good feeling that this was Polychrome. 

“Welcome to my kingdom, visitors!” she exclaimed in an 
ethereal voice. 

“What, no welcome for me?” Bright asked, stepping up 
and wrapping an arm around her waist. 

“Oh, hello there,” she said, batting her eyelashes 
coquettishly. 

“Hey, babe,” Bright said huskily. 

“You've been gone too long. Lost again, | presume?” 


“Yup. Saw a lot of crazy stuff this time. There’s some 
serious business happening on the ground right now—we 
have a lot to talk about.” 

“I’m sure,” she agreed, and she promptly swept him up 
into the kind of kiss that made me feel like | should probably 
look away. 

Was he kidding me? | was pretty sure he’d been hitting on 
me back on the ground, and it was now clear that 
Polychrome was his girlfriend. Had he been trying to 
embarrass me before, or was he such a player that he just 
couldn’t help himself? 

Probably both, | thought. Nox must have known exactly 
what | was thinking, because he gave me a smug / told you 
so look and then a gag me gesture. 

They didn’t notice. Their makeout went on. And on. And 
on. 

And on. 

About two minutes after it had gotten seriously 
uncomfortable, | cleared my throat, and Polychrome pulled 
away from Prince Charmless looking flushed. 

“Forgive me,” she said, remembering us. “What a bad 
hostess I’m being. | can’t help it sometimes—we rainbow 
dwellers are a people who truly delight in the senses. But 
please! Come in and join me in my rumpus room. I’ve been 
so looking forward to your visit.” 

“She knew we were coming?” | whispered to Nox as we 
stepped into the castle, but | guess I’d been too loud, 
because it was Polychrome herself who responded. 

“My sprites sent word of your arrival, of course,” she 
explained as she led us up through a lavish foyer. “They got 
so excited when they saw you heading up the bridge. 
Tourism used to be one of our biggest industries here in the 
falls, but Dorothy’s rule put an end to all that. Now we're 
reduced to selling those disgusting rainbow cigarettes on 
the black market to make ends meet. We never get visitors 
anymore. Especially none as roya/ as yourselves.” She 


glanced over her shoulder at Ozma and gave a halfhearted 
little curtsy without breaking her stride. 

“Come on, Polly. Everyone’s a royal around here,” Bright 
said. “Can’t go ten feet without bumping into someone who 
claims total dominion over a patch of grass. Is it really such 
a big deal to have another princess in our midst?” 

| was starting to agree with him, but Polychrome didn’t 
look amused. “Please forgive my Royal Consort,” she said, 
beginning to ascend a spiral staircase with translucent, 
floating steps and a thin silver, handrail. “He’s a monstrous 
pain in the ass, and the absolute laziest person you'll ever 
have the misfortune to meet, but you have to admit: he’s 
hot.” 

“Guilty as charged,” Bright said. 

The staircase went up and up, high into the castle, and 
opened up into a spacious, circular lounge that was entirely 
enclosed in glass, providing a stunning, three-hundred-sixty- 
degree view so expansive that | was pretty sure | would 
have been able to see from one end of Oz to the other, if my 
vision were sharp enough. 

Ozma trotted over to the window and stared out at the 
kingdom, fully entranced. She turned to me. “The time 
draws near,” she said. 

| glanced at her in surprise. Her moments of lucidity were 
becoming more and more frequent—and more lucid. 

“The time for what?” | asked. But she didn’t reply. 

On one edge of the room was a curved, chrome bar, its 
glass shelves fully stocked with hundreds of tiny jars and 
bottles of strange things | wasn’t able to recognize. In place 
of any other furniture, the rest of the space was strewn with 
plush, oversize pillows in various shades of white. Bright 
immediately flopped down on one of them and leaned back, 
stretching languorously, his shirt rising to reveal an inch of 
stomach. 

| caught myself staring and quickly looked away, hoping 
that no one had noticed, only to see that Polychrome was 


openly ogling him, too. When she saw me, she tossed her 
hair saucily, gave me a just us girls wink, and stepped 
behind the bar. 

“Can | offer anyone a snack?” she asked. 

“We're looking for the Order,” | said. It was easy to get 
caught up in the strangeness of everything, but | couldn’t 
forget | was here on a mission. “Mombi said we might find 
some of them here.” 

Polychrome raised a brow in recognition of Mombi’s name, 
then shook her head as she continued pulling out jars and 
vials. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s true that this was once a 
meeting place for Mombi’s cohort, but none of them has 
passed through here in as long as | can remember. Now 
would you care for some rose petals? A relaxing snort of 
poppy pollen? Perhaps a thimbleful of dew?” She drew out 
the last word into at least three syllables so it was almost 
hard to tell what she had said. 

“No thanks,” | said. “We can’t stay long. Anyway, I’m not 
hungry.” 

“No one ever is,” she said with a sigh. “I guess | just have 
a larger appetite than most. For now | believe l'Il just munch 
on some freshly caught wasps.” 

My stomach lurched as she pulled out a large glass jar 
containing what looked like most of a fairly healthy hive of 
crawling, brown insects. She unscrewed the lid and reached 
inside to pluck one out with her fingers, then popped the 
still-squirming creature into her mouth—chomping down on 
it with an audible crunch. 

Bright lit another rainbow cigarette. “She’s just showing 
off,” he said. “She knows it’s disgusting, but she does it 
every time someone new comes around.” 

She gave him an unamused look. “Must you smoke in 
here?” she asked icily. 

“Where else am | going to smoke?” he asked, deliberately 
blowing a smoke ring into her face. Instead of getting angry, 


she giggled and batted her eyelashes again. For a second, | 
was worried they were going to start making out again. 

Instead, Polychrome sat down on the pillow next to him, 
tucking her legs underneath her body and gesturing for me 
and Nox to sit, too. 

She tossed another wasp into the air, watched in 
amusement as it buzzed around trying to evade her, and 
then snapped her head forward to catch the bug in her 
mouth, looking quite pleased with herself. “So,” she said. 
“Tell me about you.” 

“Please,” | said. “We need your help.” 

“All in good time. First, introduce yourselves.” 

“I’m Amy,” | said. “This is Nox. That’s Ozma over there.” 

“Oh, | know the princess, of course. Or the queen, | 
Suppose. Everyone was always so vague when it came to 
her title.” 

She cast a pitying look toward Ozma, who was still 
occupying herself by looking at the view. “So tragic what 
happened to her, isn’t it?” Polychrome said. “Before her 
troubles, we were the best of friends. Sure, she was always 
a little too serious—constantly worrying about tariffs and 
labor regulations and the dullest things like that, never 
seemed to have any time to rip off our clothes and go fora 
fully nude romp in the clouds, just us girls—but 
nevertheless, | adored her.” 

Polychrome saw the skeptical look | was giving her. “You 
land dwellers never understand,” she said. “It’s very 
important for fairy princesses to commune with nature. In 
the nude, the way fairies were intended to be. Anyway, 
forget about Ozma: the poor thing is a lost cause. Amy, Nox, 
it’s lovely to meet you.” A sudden thought swept across her 
face. “Oh!” she said excitedly. “Would you like to meet my 
pet unicorn?” 

| groaned inwardly, wondering if we’d really come all this 
way to make small talk over thimbles full of dew. But | could 


also see that | was going to get nowhere unless | at least 
tried to humor her. “You have a unicorn?” | asked politely. 

“I’m the Daughter of the Rainbow,” she said in a voice 
that indicated she was beginning to think I was a bit of an 
idiot. “Of course | have a unicorn. You simply must see him. | 
guarantee he’ll enchant you.” She snapped her fingers in 
summons. “Unicorn!” she singsonged. “Unicorn, unicorn!” 

When there was no response whatsoever, she rolled her 
eyes, shook her head, and screeched at the top of her lungs. 
“Heathcliff!” 

That did the job. In the distance, | heard the patter of feet, 
and a large, snow-white creature came bounding from the 
stairway and settled into a dignified crouch at Polychrome’s 
side. 

She smiled and patted it behind the ears. It was not a 
unicorn. In fact, it was a huge cat—a panther, maybe?—with 
a long, sharp horn fastened around its head with a pink 
ribbon tied in a bow under its chin. 

“Interesting unicorn,” Nox said. “Never seen that 
particular species before.” 

“Look, | always wanted a unicorn,” Polychrome said. “A 
fairy princess should have a unicorn, don’t you agree? The 
problem is, purebred unicorns don’t take to being made into 
pets. It’s one of their biggest failings. Of which they have 
many, | might add. Ugh, they’re awful creatures in the end. 
So haughty and headstrong, impossible to train, always 
making a mess in the house. They’re very judgmental, too— 
always setting perfectly ridiculous rules about who gets to 
ride them and who can’t. But the Daughter of the Rainbow 
Should have a unicorn. And | am, above all things, a fairy of 
can-do spirit. So, you see, | had to fashion myself a unicorn 
of my own. And anyway, Heathcliff is so much better than 
another unicorn would be. He’s very dear, he lets me pet 
him, and he can devour an entire human in just three bites 
if | need him to. So why should I have any regrets?” 


She turned to the beast, who pawed at the ground 
looking, frankly, a bit humiliated at the charade he was 
being forced to enact. “And you love being my little unicorn, 
don’t you? You’re such a pretty, noble little loveykins, aren’t 
you?” 

Heathcliff gave a placating rumble of a purr as Polychrome 
ran her fingers through his fur. 

“Does he grant wishes?” Nox asked. “Like a real unicorn?” 

The fairy stiffened, and she sat up very straight. “He’s 
extremely sensitive about that. | would appreciate it if you 
didn’t mention the subject in his presence again. Or mine. 
Now, please, let’s move on.” 

“He doesn’t grant wishes,” Bright said, blowing a smoke 
ring and looking amused. 

“Shut up, consort,” Polychrome shot back at him. “I'll 
remind you that you are allowed to stay here at my 
pleasure. Now”—she turned back to us—“what in the world 
has brought you to my kingdom? You’re not the conquering 
types, are you? | would hate to have to fling you off the side 
of the Sunset Balustrade. I’m so not in the mood for a 
conquering today.” 

“We're not here to conquer. At least, we're not here to 
conquer you. We're with the Revolutionary Order of the 
Wicked,” Nox said. “Mombi sent us. She thought you might 
be able to help.” 

“So you said. | wish | could be of more help—I do so love 
that old hag. Such a wit she has about her! | hope she’s 
doing well. But as I’ve told you, | have been utterly alone up 
here, save for my sprites, for quite some time now. If Mombi 
thought her revolutionary friends would seek refuge here, 
she was mistaken.” 

| looked from Nox to Ozma to Bright, who seemed 
extremely bored by the whole conversation, and then back 
to Polychrome. 

“Maybe | could speak to you alone,” | said. 


Nox gave me a Sharp look, and | shrugged apologetically. 
It wasn’t that | didn’t trust him. At this point, of course | 
trusted him. It was just that there were still a few things | 
wanted to keep to myself as much as possible. 

“Fine,” Polychrome said. “Bright, show the others to the 
parlor.” 

Bright stood, looking disgruntled. “The work of a Royal 
Consort is never over,” he said. 


When they were gone, Polychrome walked to the bar and 
sat down on a high, glossy stool. “Now I’m intrigued,” she 
said, patting the stool next to her for me to sit. “Mombi 
wouldn’t have sent you to all the trouble of coming here if 
she didn’t have good reason. What news can you give me of 
the world below?” 

“Oz is at war,” | said simply. 

Polychrome sighed and ate another wasp. 

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” she admitted. “It’s been a 
terrible time for us. These last few turns of the sun, I’ve 
often wondered if the Rainbow Falls would survive at all. The 
wild unicorns all took off for god knows where; the sprites 
seem antsy. Several of my handmaidens have developed 
very destructive habits; I’ve had to let a few of them go.” 

| nodded. 

“When Dorothy came back, you could just feel the color 
draining from this whole place. We’ve been hanging on, but 
black and white isn’t a good look for anyone here at 
Rainbow Falls, as I’m sure you can imagine.” 

“It’s Dorothy,” | said. “She and Glinda have been draining 
Oz’s magic.” 

“Precisely,” Polychrome said. “Or, at least, she was. But is 
she still? I’m Ozma’s distant cousin, you know—fairy 
genealogy gets complicated considering that none of us 
have parents, but we are cousins of a sort. We share the 
royal blood of Oz, and as the mistress of the falls, | am 
intimately attuned with Oz’s mystical rhythms. It’s easy to 


see that there have been recent changes afoot. The magic 
is returning; the falls are suddenly looking healthier than 
they have in ages. Dare | hope that Dorothy has been 
defeated?” 

| shook my head. “No. But she’s been driven out of the 
Emerald City. And | think there’s something going on 
between her and Glinda. I’m not sure if they’re quite the 
bosom buddies they were before.” 

“Well, that’s an interesting development,” she mused. 
“There have long been complicated political forces at work 
here in Oz, and Glinda has usually been at the center of 
them. With the witches of the East and South killed, it 
became easier for a while, but other factions have 
developed. Both Glinda and the Wizard have always been 
wild cards. No one has ever been able to tell quite where 
their loyalties lie, or what their goals are. And Dorothy is a 
problem. She’s quite mad, you know.” 

“I know,” | said. “I’m going to kill her. Things will be a lot 
simpler when she’s dead.” 

Polychrome scanned me carefully. 

“You're from the Other Place, aren’t you?” she asked. 

“Yes,” | said. 

“I see. Who brought you here?” 

A change had come over her. She was no longer the airy, 
Slightly dippy fairy who had greeted us at the door. Now she 
seemed older, more thoughtful. Her caftan had taken on a 
darker tone, and there was a glare in her eyes that was 
honestly a little frightening. | wondered if that earlier 
version had been an act. Maybe there was a steeliness to 
Polychrome that | was only beginning to see. 

Heathcliff was pacing the room, and | could see that he 
was different, too. His white fur was glowing with an 
electrical sheen, and his horn was glittering. It looked like it 
was an actual part of him rather than just a stupid hat. 

“I was brought here on a cyclone,” | said. Before she could 
comment on the obvious, | said it myself: “From Kansas. Like 


Dorothy.” 

The new shift in Polychrome made me nervous. Suddenly | 
wondered how much | wanted to tell her. “Mombi thought | 
might find other members of the Order here,” | said, 
choosing to go with the easiest part first. “Have you heard 
any word of Glamora?” 

Polychrome shook her head. “In the past months, my 
scrying pools have been clouded. I’ve been able to see very 
little of the goings-on in the rest of Oz. All | know is what | 
feel. And while | feel great changes are afoot, you know 
better than | as to what has brought those changes about.” 

“I know some,” | said. “But not everything.” 

| made a decision. | picked up my bag and emptied it onto 
the bar, displaying the trophies of my battles. 

The Tin Woodman ’s heart. The Lion’s tail. 

“Where did you get these?” Polychrome asked, her voice 
quiet and surprised. 

“I took them,” | said. “From their owners. | know they’re 
important, but Mombi thought you might be able to tell me 
more about them, and what they do.” 

The Daughter of the Rainbow was already on her feet. 
“Come,” she said. “I need to examine these further in my 
Lumatorium.” 


EIGHTEEN 


Polychrome’s so-called Lumatorium was a dim, windowless 
chamber hidden deep in the castle’s interior behind a 
revolving bookshelf. It was crowded with mysterious, 
vaguely scientific-looking instruments, long laboratory 
tables and beakers and flasks full of colorful liquids and 
powders. 

Looking around the room, | was struck by how many 
different types of magic there were in Oz, and how many 
different ways there were of practicing it. For some people, 
like Mombi—and me, come to think of it—magic was 
something you just kind of did. It was all instinct, a power 
that came directly from within. For other people, it was a 
practice closer to science. 

The first style seemed a lot more convenient to me, but, 
on the other hand, Mombi had sent me here because she 
thought Polychrome would uncover things that she hadn’t 
been able to. So | guess there was something to all this 
junk. 

Polychrome moved around the room efficiently, gathering 
up her materials, while Heathcliff curled up in the corner, 
observing her lazily. When she had everything she deemed 
necessary, she gestured for me to empty my bag again. 

“Let’s take a look at those,” Polychrome said, and | set the 
objects I’d taken from the Lion and the Tin Woodman on a 
table. Polychrome in turn placed each of them on either end 
of an old-fashioned scale, which indicated, improbably, that 
they were perfectly balanced with each other. 

The metal heart thumped robotically; the tail continued to 
twitch as if attached to an invisible owner. Polychrome 


sprinkled them with a dusting of acrid-smelling powder, 
causing them to halt in their motion. She fastened a thick, 
old-fashioned set of goggles to her face and knelt to 
examine them. 

“Just as | suspected,” she said after a bit. She lit a candle 
and then, after some consideration, picked up a long, hollow 
glass rod tipped with a tiny, red orb. She touched the orb 
gently to the Tin Woodman’s heart and held it there. The rod 
began to change colors, filling with a sort of pink liquid, 
which she emptied into a beaker before repeating the same 
process with the tail. 

She held the beaker over the candle and we both watched 
as it began to heat up and bubble. 

“What are you doing to it?” | asked. 

“Just running a few magical tests,” she said. “My methods 
are somewhat different from those used by the witches. I’m 
isolating the mystic elements of the objects to determine 
their origin, as well as—hopefully—to divine their purpose. It 
seems strange, of course, that they have any enchantment 
on them at all; when the Wizard granted them to their 
owners, he had no facility with magic to speak of. So one 
wonders that they should now be imbued with such 
energies. But indeed they are. Is it something that Dorothy 
did? Or is there another explanation?” 

The liquid in the beaker boiled quickly over the flame, 
until all that was left of it was a thick, red syrup resembling 
blood. Polychrome selected a wide, shallow silver bowl from 
a shelf, placed it next to the scale, and poured the strange 
substance into it. She crouched and peered at it carefully 
through her goggles, swirling it around a little with her 
finger. 

Next, she waved her palm across the surface and 
mumbled a few quick words that | didn’t understand. 

The liquid began to change color until it was transparent. 
Polychrome nodded to herself. “Look,” she said, and when | 


gazed into the bowl with her, | saw that there was now an 
image in it. 

In the bowl, as clear as if | was looking out through a 
window, was a flat, dusty prairie under a gray sky, tall grass 
blowing in the wind. 

| recognized it immediately—maybe not the exact, specific 
location, but the idea of it. Back home, the prairie was 
everywhere. Even when you were standing in a strip mall, or 
walking along a busy highway, it was always still there, just 
out of sight. The flat, flat everything, the gray, dusty nothing 
seeping into your pores. So | had no doubt of exactly what | 
was looking at. 

“Kansas,” | said. 

“Indeed,” Polychrome said quietly. “And yet. Is it?” 

| looked closer. It was Kansas, but it wasn’t. It was like one 
of those games in the back of a celebrity magazine, where 
you look at two pictures of Jennifer Aniston, and in the 
second one, everything is just a little off. Except in this 
version, the difference wasn’t that Jennifer Aniston was 
wearing a pink bracelet instead of a blue one. It was 
something harder to put your finger on than that. 

It was something about the way the wind was blowing, 
something about the thick clouds that were rolling in. It 
didn’t just look lonely. It looked sick. It looked evil. It sent a 
chill down my spine. 

“What does it mean?” | asked quietly. 

Polychrome was silent. Heathcliff padded over to where 
She stood and she peeled her goggles off, then knelt and 
touched her forehead to the cat’s horn, staring into his eyes. 
She seemed to be consulting with him in a silent 
conversation. 

Eventually she turned back to me, still kneeling. 

“It could mean several things,” she said. “I still have many 
questions about these items. But, certainly, it means that 
they bear a deep connection with the Other Place. Your 
home. The Wizard’s home. Dorothy’s home. | also sense 


something not quite right about them. Something evil, | 
Suppose. There was something about these things that was 
corrupting their owners.” 

It was time to stop holding back, | knew. “The Wizard told 
me that until | gathered them, | wouldn’t be able to kill 
Dorothy.” 

Polychrome twisted a lock of hair around her finger. She 
chewed on her lip. “It makes a certain sense,” she said. “If 
these items were somehow holding a piece of Dorothy’s 
essence, it could explain this connection to the Other Place. 
It might also explain the evil about them. And yet”—she 
dipped a finger into the pool—“!I don’t know. | sense nothing 
of Dorothy in the tincture. You would think...” 

She crossed her arms and looked up at the ceiling, 
confounded. “I just don’t know,” she sighed. “Here in Oz, we 
understand so very little of the Other Place, or of how Oz is 
connected to it. We never have. It’s a shame that the one 
person who does have knowledge of it is the one person we 
can’t ask.” 

“Dorothy?” 

“No. Nor do I believe the Wizard has much expertise when 
it comes to matters of the Other Place, despite hailing from 
there. But Glinda has made a study of your world. Of Oz’s 
magic practitioners, she is the only one who has 
demonstrated an ability to summon visitors from the outside 
—though many have tried.” 

“Do you think she’s the one who brought me here?” | 
asked. | was still struggling to put all the pieces together. 
Things were beginning to add up, but in a way | couldn’t 
quite see an order to. It was like being halfway through a 
calculus problem, Knowing you’re on the right track, and 
having no idea of the answer or how the hell you're 
Supposed to get there. This time, | didn’t think | would get 
points for showing my work. 

“It’s possible. But part of me doubts it. What reason would 
she have had? And why would she have made an enemy out 


of you so quickly, if she had been the one to bring you 
here?” 

She was right. It didn’t really make sense. 

“I’m sorry | could not have been more help,” Polychrome 
said. “Perhaps if we had the third item—the Scarecrow’s 
brain—it would complete the puzzle.” 

“I’m already on it,” | said. 

“And Amy? Do me a favor?” 

“What?” | asked. 

“When you cut him open, make it hurt.” 

| smiled. “It’s a promise,” | said. 

With that, some of the girlishness' returned to 
Polychrome’s face. She gave me a conspiratorial look. “Even 
before Dorothy came back and turned everyone evil,” she 
said in a stage whisper, cupping her palm to her mouth, 
“the Scarecrow was always a bit of a dick.” 

She giggled and tossed her hair, and some of the tension 
left the room. 

“Now,” she said. “Before we retire for the evening, | 
wanted to look into one more thing.” She turned to her giant 
unicorn-cat. “Heathcliff,” she said. “Fetch me our friend the 
queen.” 

Heathcliff stood up on command, took a powerful leap 
across the room, and, like a ghost, passed right through the 
wall. 

When Polychrome saw my look of surprise, she pursed her 
lips. “Everyone doubts my unicorn,” she said tartly. “Just 
because he doesn’t grant wishes doesn’t mean he’s 
useless.” 

“I can see that now,” | said. “But why do you need Ozma 
again?” 

Polychrome pressed a finger to her chin. “When we were 
in my rumpus room, | noticed a disturbance in the princess’s 
aura,” she said. “Something that made me suspect there 
might be more to her . . . condition than | previously 


suspected. | would like to examine her. Is there anything 
about her that you would like to tell me?” 

| couldn’t tell if | was being tested. Is it possible she knew 
about Pete? Or knew that | knew? So | decided to hedge for 
the time being. “Mombi was hoping you would be able to.. 
. fix her. Make her more like how she used to be,” | said, 
feeling guilty both for telling only half the truth and also for 
saying even that much. I’d been hoping to totally avoid the 
Subject of Ozma. After my conversation with Pete yesterday, 
| was worried about what would happen if anyone started 
messing around with whatever magic was binding him to 
the princess. What if they were fused forever? What if Pete 
just... disappeared? 

He had made good on his promise to help me find Nox, 
and | didn’t want to betray him now. 

A few minutes later, Heathcliff came padding back into 
the room with Ozma at his side. The princess looked sleepy 
and listless, like she’d just been woken from a nap. 

“Hello, cousin,” Polychrome greeted her. Ozma looked up 
with an open and curious face, and Polychrome gently 
removed her scepter from her hand. For a second, Ozma 
looked reluctant to part with it, but she didn’t put up a fight. 

“Stand over here, just for a moment.” The rainbow fairy 
led Ozma to a small footstool, and helped the princess climb 
onto it. AS Ozma stood there dutifully, Polychrome began to 
bustle around the room, pulling ingredients from the shelves 
in a way that looked random and combining them 
haphazardly into a small cauldron that she suspended from 
a small stand over an eldritch flame. 

“What’s that?” | asked, watching her suspiciously. 

“Oh, nothing much,” Polychrome said. “Just a little 
Tincture of Revelation. Old family recipe. Not to worry; it’s 
quite harmless. Tastes quite a bit like Earl Grey, I’m told.” 

She sniffed at the cauldron, and when she was satisfied 
that the tincture had been properly prepared, she poured it 


into a little teacup ringed with a delicate floral pattern and a 
gilded rim. 

“Unicorn?” 

She placed the teacup on the floor where Heathcliff could 
reach it, and he bent his head and touched the liquid with 
his horn. | didn’t notice that it had any effect, but when 
Polychrome examined the mixture again she seemed happy 
with the result. 

She handed the cup to Ozma. “Drink up, Your Highness,” 
She said. “And let all that is hidden be revealed. When all 
this is over, | hope that we can be lovely friends again.” 

Ozma sipped tentatively from the cup, and then, 
appearing to like the taste of it, gulped thirstily. As she 
drank, her movements began to slow. The empty cup 
dropped from her hands, and shattered on the floor. 

“Never liked that pattern anyway,” Polychrome said to 
herself. 

| wasn’t very worried about Polychrome’s china. | was too 
busy watching what was happening to the princess. 

Her arms dangled lazily at her sides, her mouth went 
Slack, and her eyes were heavy-lidded in an expression of 
sedate peacefulness. Meanwhile, something was emerging 
from her, a green smoke that curled out from her chest and 
hovered in the center of the room. 

At first, it was just an indistinct cloud. Then its colors 
shifted, and the smoke condensed as it gathered itself into 
recognizable form. No: two forms, each of them hanging in 
the air next to each other, translucent but clearly visible as 
separate, familiar bodies. 

One of them was Pete. The other was Ozma—a second 
Ozma, a ghostly simulacrum of the version who was still 
standing in a semi-drugged state on the stool. 

Pete looked utterly himself: slim and lanky and a little bit 
mischievous, his features sharp and strong, with an odd, 
mismatched beauty. 


This version of Ozma though, was different. Not in any 
way that | could really put a finger on, but in a way that was 
subtle and at the same time impossible to miss. Her eyes 
were bright and full of intelligence; her posture, even as she 
hung suspended above the ground, perfectly still, was regal 
and dignified. She had a power about her; an awe-inspiring 
grace that, even knowing she wasn’t real, made me want to 
kneel and bow my head to the ground. 

She looked, in short, like a queen. 

Behind them, the real Ozma—or, what I guess was the real 
Ozma—observed the two spirit forms that had been 
summoned forth from somewhere deep within her. She 
didn’t try to move from the stool she was standing on, and 
instead was simply looking on with the confused, sheepish 
guilt of a little kid who’s just been caught next to a broken 
cookie jar, the cookies scattered across the floor. 

Polychrome looked back and forth between them and 
raised a knowing eyebrow. 

“Interesting,” she said. “There have been two life forces 
occupying the princess’s body. But you knew that already, 
didn’t you?” 

She smirked in my direction, like she’d had a feeling all 
along that this is exactly what she would find. 

| nodded. What else could | do? But Polychrome didn’t 
seem to care that | had lied to her. “No matter,” she said. 
“We all have our secrets. One of mine is that I’m not as dim 
as people often think. But, actually, | have a whole cabinet 
of secrets. So much more convenient not to have them 
rattling around in my head, you know? It’s much safer to 
keep them all locked up where | can’t leave them lying 
around by accident. Anyway. | could run some more tests, 
but | have a nagging little suspicion that you already have 
most of the answers we could desire. Who is this second 
soul?” 

She stepped over to the spot where Pete’s form hovered 
and circled him, looking him up and down wolfishly. “Is he as 


charming as he appears?” 

| tried my best to explain the whole Pete situation—what | 
knew of it, at least—to Polychrome, who nodded along with 
the story as | related it to her. 

“I see,” she said. “When Mombi attempted to disguise the 
princess, she inadvertently created the seed of a new soul. 
It happens! The trick is catching it and nipping it in the bud 
before it comes into itself. Mombi has always been so sloppy 
when it comes to the details. It seems simple, now that you 
explain it. When Ozma was restored all those years ago, she 
Suppressed this other soul. Then, when Dorothy did her little 
number on the princess, the thing was allowed to flourish 
again. At any rate, it shouldn’t interfere much with things.” 

“What are you going to do?” | asked. | wasn’t sure | 
wanted to hear the answer. 

“I can see now that the spell Dorothy cast on the princess 
was all anger and impulse. No sense of precision at all, but 
it was powerful, too. That makes it a bit more complicated, 
especially now that it’s had so much time to put roots down. 
But | think with a little elbow grease, | can restore Ozma to 
her proper state—the state you see before you instead of 
the simpering, foolish nincompoop who has been occupying 
her place all these years. And that will certainly change the 
game, won't it?” 

“What will happen to him? To Pete?” | tried to hide the 
panic | was feeling, but | don’t think | did a very good job of 
it. 

“Oh, dear.” Polychrome gave me a sympathetic frown. 
“Did you develop a little crush on the rogue soul? Well, he /s 
handsome, I'll give you that. But you can’t let yourself get 
all mushy over it. | imagine it’ll just disappear.” 

“Please,” | said. “You can’t. It’s not a crush. He’s a good 
person. | don’t want him to die.” 

“Amy, sweetie. Listen to me. It can’t die when it’s not alive 
in the first place. And it’s not a person at all—just a little bad 
witchery that got out of hand. No matter what happens, 


you'll always have your perfectly lovely memories of it, now 
won't you? And a memory is worth a lot, especially when 
Ozma’s return will do so much for Oz. So you lose yourself a 
plaything. There are more fish in the sea!” 

| didn’t like the way she was talking to me. As if | was 
some dumb little girl and she was my big sister who had 
come back from college and thought she knew everything 
because she’d had sex a couple of times and had read some 
French novels. 

But while people like me had been fighting for Oz, 
Polychrome had just been locked up here in her castle, 
doing practically no good to anyone while she played tonsil 
hockey with her vapid, rainbow-smoking boy toy. And now 
she was trying to lecture me about the good of Oz? Some 
people had a lot of nerve. 

On the other hand, she had a point. Having Ozma back for 
real would change the game in a serious way. Was the risk 
of losing Pete worth it? And even if it wasn’t, could | stop it 
from happening? 

At this moment, the only thing | could be sure of was that 
Polychrome was annoying. “Would you like a hug?” she 
asked. 

“No, thank you,” | said. 

She snapped her fingers, and the floating images of Pete 
and Ozma were instantly sucked back into the body of the 
real princess, who doubled over at the shock of having all of 
her parts returned to her. She stumbled from the stool on 
which she’d been standing and landed on her hands and 
knees on the stone floor of the Lumatorium, and promptly 
began to retch. 

Instead of vomit pouring from her mouth, a flurry of tiny 
rainbows came out, and pooled on the ground in a sick 
puddle of jumbled-up colors. 

Polychrome ignored the fairy princess’s distress, and 
instead directed her attention to me. 


“Don’t you fret over all this, at least not for now. The 
Ritual of Restoration will be difficult, and before | can 
perform it, | must ask my sprites to gather the necessary 
ingredients. Also, | need my rest—I can practically feel the 
dark circles forming under my eyes as we speak. And, not to 
be a bitch, but you look like you could use a little beauty 
Sleep, too. l'Il let Heathcliff take you to your room, and 
tomorrow, we'll get everything all settled, okay?” 

“PIL take my stuff, first, thanks,” | said. The things l’d 
taken from the Lion and the Tin Woodman seemed even 
more important than ever now, even if | didn’t know why, 
and | didn’t want to let them out of my sight. 

“Of course,” Polychrome said, and | gathered them quickly 
into my bag, wondering what to do next. 


NINETEEN 


“We need to get out of here,” | told Nox. After leaving Ozma 
in the room Polychrome had given us—this whole huge 
castle, and that dumb fairy couldn’t even give me my own 
room!—I hadn’t been able to sleep, and so | had gone to 
find Nox. Now he was leaning against the wall in thought, 
staring out the window at the rainbows that swirled outside 
in the dark, and | was sitting on the edge of his bed as | 
related everything that had just happened. 

“Get out of here and go where?” he asked. 

“Back to the jungle to find Mombi,” | said. “Or to find 
Glamora. | don’t know. Anywhere.” 

“Well that sounds like a plan.” Nox shifted his weight and 
crossed his arms at his chest. There was something else 
bugging him. 

“What?” | asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 

Nox took his time answering. “Why didn’t you want me in 
there with you?” he finally asked. “What were you telling 
her that you couldn’t tell me?” 

“L...” | started. “I don’t know. Nothing. It’s just...” 

“That you still don’t trust me? Even now?” 

At first | was hurt, and then | was angry. “Of course | trust 
you,” | said. “| want to trust you. And | do. But there’s only 
so much trust in a place like this, and | didn’t come here to 
find a boyfriend. So get over it. | just wasn’t sure. And I’m 
telling you everything now, aren’t I?” 

He looked surprised at my outburst, but then he just 
nodded. “Sorry,” he said. “I get it. And you’re right. I think | 
went soft when | was lost. | sort of—I don’t know. Maybe | 
started to lose perspective. It’s just...” 


| waved him off. “Never mind,” | said. “Just help me figure 
out how to get out of here. Whatever she’s about to do to 
Ozma, | don’t like the sound of it.” 

“Really?” he asked. “Or is it that you don’t like the sound 
of what she’s going to do to Pete?” 

“What difference does it make?” 

“It makes all the difference,” he said. 

“| don’t want her to hurt either of them,” | said. “We have 
no idea what kind of voodoo she’s cooking up, or what could 
go wrong. For all we know, she wants to stick Ozma in a box 
and saw her in half.” 

“I kind of doubt that,” Nox said. “But I'll tell you what / 
know. | know that Ozma’s important. And | know that she’s 
already acting different. More powerful. If there’s something 
we can do to help her, we have to.” 

“Pete’s my friend,” | said quietly. 

Now it was Nox’s turn to look angry. “Do you know how 
many friends I’ve buried?” he asked. “Have you forgotten 
Gert? She wasn’t the first, and she won’t be the last, unless 
we do something. Look, | hope Pete’s okay after all this. But 
it’s worth the risk.” 

It was pretty much exactly what Polychrome had told me 
back in her lab, but in nicer words. 

“Not /t,” | shot back. “He. And if he’s worth the risk, then 
who else is? Are you? Am I? Isn’t there a point where we 
stop deciding to sacrifice anything and start saving people?” 

Nox sighed and looked at the ceiling. “I don’t know,” he 
said after a bit. “I really don’t.” 

“I’m sorry,” | said, remembering back to the Fog of Doubt, 
and what Dorothy had said about becoming like her. Even if 
| hadn’t admitted it before, it really was the thing | was most 
afraid of. “You might not know, but | do.” 

Nox looked me up and down with something | recognized 
as respect. 

“Okay,” he said slowly. “l'Il help you. You’ve come this far 
without me. You’ve earned the right to make the decisions. 


Whatever you want me to do, l'Il do. Your call. But do me a 
favor, and think about it first. Just sleep on it.” 

| stood up. “Fine,” | said. Even if we were going to leave, | 
still had to figure out how. “But tomorrow, we go.” 


Back in my chambers, Ozma was already asleep in the 
darkness. | got under the covers and was still trying to put 
together all the events of a long, confusing day, when, from 
the other bed, a voice cried out. | sat up. 

It was Ozma. She was screaming, writhing under the silk 
Sheets, struggling with an invisible enemy. “No!” she was 
shouting angrily. “Go away!” 

Half of me just wanted to ignore her and try to fall asleep 
anyway. Ozma talking to herself was nothing new, after all. 

But | jumped up, and felt a now familiar darkness coming 
over me as | prepared to fight whatever was attacking her. 

“Help me!” Ozma pleaded, but it wasn’t her own voice 
now. It was a man’s. 

Then she was screaming again, still writhing in pain and 
fury. “I won't!” she said. That was when | realized there was 
only one person in the room. Whatever was attacking Ozma 
was coming from within her. 

“Pete?” | asked tentatively. 

For a moment, the princess calmed herself, and turned 
her face to mine. “Please,” she said, and now | was sure it 
was him talking. “Amy. Please. You promised. Help me.” 

“Pete...,” |said. “I...” 

“I helped you,” he said. “And you promised. I’m begging 
you.” 

| had to make a split-second decision. | don’t know if | 
would have done anything differently if | had that moment 
to do over again. It was true. He had helped me. More than 
once. He was my friend. 

Despite what I’d said to Dorothy’s Fantasm in the Fog of 
Doubt, and as wicked as | knew | could be when | had to, | 
had one weakness: kindness. 


And kindness /s a weakness. | can see that now. But it’s a 
weakness I’m still not sure I’d want to give up entirely. 

| didn’t have a choice. He would have done the same for 
me. 

| shifted myself, only for a moment, into the shimmering 
world of light and energy that lI’d discovered, the world 
where all | had to do was pull a few strings to get what | 
wanted. 

| pulled them, and Ozma’s body began to contort. 

She was Pete, then she was herself. Like she was melting, 
her figure began to deform itself into a grotesque 
mishmash: Pete’s legs and chest, Ozma’s arms and face. 
She was fighting it. But Pete was fighting, too, desperate to 
get out. 

So | helped him a little more. | had promised him. | pushed 
a little harder, then pulled, giving the invisible magical 
skeins a sharp yank, and Ozma screamed one last time, at 
the top of her lungs, and was gone, leaving Pete in her 
place, sweaty and panting in the bed where she had just 
been lying. 

He sat up. He was crying. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, rubbing his brow. “Thank you.” 


“No,” | said, my mind made up. “I won’t let them do 
anything to you. | promised, and | still promise.” 
“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I don’t want any of this. | 


never did. But | don’t believe you. And | need to live.” 

He took the lamp from the table next to the bed, and 
before | knew what he was doing, he clocked me with it. 
Right in the face. 


TWENTY 


“Amy,” Nox was saying. | felt a hand patting the side of my 
face desperately. “Amy, get up. You have to wake up.” 

My whole body shuddered as a sulfuric, noxious smell 
filled my lungs. It smelled like burning hair, but worse. | 
coughed, hacking, as my eyes fluttered open, and | saw 
Nox’s stricken face looking down at me. Something had 
obviously roused him from sleep: he was wearing only a pair 
of loosely fitting pajama pants, and his hair looked even 
crazier than usual. 

“Nox? What’s going on? Why am I lying on the floor?” 

“| don’t know,” he said. “You tell me. Whatever. It doesn’t 
matter. You have to get up. Something bad is happening. 
Something really bad.” 

Then | remembered. Pete. Why | wasn’t in my bed. | 
twisted out from underneath Nox and spun around, 
searching the room for my attacker. He was gone. Of course 
he was. 

| racked my brain trying to remember every little detail, 
trying to figure out why he had done what he had done, and 
where he could have gone. But my head was still spinning, 
and | could barely put the simplest thoughts together. 

“Pete,” | said. “He hit me. There’s something...” 

| stopped as my gaze landed on the giant, panoramic 
window on the other side of the room. The stars were still 
out but the sky was bright. In every direction | looked, all | 
Saw were flames. 

All across the horizon, the islands that made up Rainbow 
Falls were awash in a sea of fire—and not just any fire. The 
flames that licked the sky were every possible color of the 


spectrum, from pastel pinks to deep, royal indigo and sick, 
toxic green. 

The sky was burning. It wasn’t just the islands. The 
rainbows themselves were on fire. If you’ve never seen a 
rainbow burn, consider yourself lucky. It might sound pretty, 
but it’s not. It’s horrifying. 

This was where the smell was coming from. 

“Did Pete do this?” | demanded. 

“| don’t know,” Nox said. “But we have to get out of here. 
Now.” 

But before we could figure out where exactly we were 
Supposed to be going, Polychrome burst through my door, 
with Heathcliff at her side and Bright, clad only in a pair of 
hot-pink underpants, right behind her. 

“We've been betrayed,” Polychrome said. 

“I’m sorry,” | said. “I didn’t mean...” 

“They never mean to, do they?” she asked a shell- 
shocked-looking Bright. 

He shook his head sadly. “This is it, huh, babe?” he asked, 
without emotion. 

“This is it,” she said. “We couldn’t stay above the fray 
forever. We knew this day would come. | just wish you didn’t 
have to be here to see it. If you’ve ever been good for 
anything, try to make yourself useful for once in your 
useless life. If you kill someone, | promise I'll give you a 
Surprise later.” 

She flung the window open. “There,” she said, pointing to 
the largest and most distant of the floating islands in the 
burning sky. “They're waiting for us. They want us to come 
to them.” 

“Who?” | asked. “Who’s they? How did they find us?” 

Polychrome looked at me in disgust. “Oh, don’t be stupid,” 
She said. “Your little friend got scared and went running to 
the only people he could think of. Don’t tell me it didn’t 
occur to you that this might happen.” 


The fact that it hadn’t occurred to me made me feel even 
more foolish than | had before. But when | searched my 
pockets for the handkerchief that Queen Lulu had given me 
back in the forest and couldn’t find it, | knew exactly what 
had happened. 

Pete. He’d taken it. He’d used it to contact Glinda. He’d 
fallen for her trap—he’d gone to her for help, just like she’d 
tempted him to, and had brought her right to us. 

Polychrome was right. How stupid could | have been? For 
that matter, how stupid could Pete have been? Did he think 
Glinda had even the slightest selfless intention in her entire 
body? Why hadn’t he been able to see this would happen? 

| guess sometimes things get bad enough and you just 
don’t care anymore. 

“Shit,” | said under my breath. 

“Yes,” Polychrome spat. “Shit. We’re all buried in it now. 
For years, the Rainbow Falls have stood protected by Old 
Magic, free of Dorothy’s influence and incursion. It was 
charmed, protected from the outside, from those who 
wanted to find us. We were hidden. Now you've brought her 
to my doorstep, and all of Oz will suffer because of your 
idiocy.” 

“I’m sorry,” | said. “Il...” 

Polychrome waved me off. “Forget it. There’s nothing left 
to do but fight.” 

She began to glow. In the distance, out the window, a lone 
rainbow crept toward us, winding in and out of the flames. 

“I can get there faster,” | said. 

“No!” Nox shouted. Too late. | was already slipping into 
shadow, moving through the nothingness toward an enemy 
that | could feel at the edge of it. 

| felt my way through the dark. All | had to do was let 
myself become one with the shadows. | didn’t know exactly 
where | was heading or what | would find, but there was a 
power out there, and it was calling to me. 


Then | felt heat on my face, and sweat forming on my 
brow as it got hotter. | opened my eyes and saw that the 
Shadows had brought me right to the center of an inferno: | 
was standing on one of the floating islands, and it was 
engulfed in flames of every color imaginable. 

Anything else that distinguished it was impossible to say 
now. All that was left of it was smoke and fire. 

Then, from out of the flames, stepped Glinda. She had 
undergone a costume change since I’d last spotted her: now 
she was dressed for battle in a skintight, magenta bodysuit, 
complete with a gleaming armored bodice. Her strawberry- 
blond hair was pulled back into a neat, severe bun. 

“Well, lookie loo,” she said in greeting. “Amy Gumm is 
here! | think we just about have a quorum for a tea party!” 

With a wave of her hand, the flames immediately 
Surrounding her subsided enough to leave a ring of burned- 
out rock—revealing that it wasn’t just the two of us. 

To Glinda’s right was Pete. He was wrapped in chains—and 
from the scarlet aura around them, | could tell they weren’t 
ordinary chains binding him, but magical ones. In addition to 
being tied up, he was gagged. | tried to meet his gaze, but 
he looked away, and | instantly knew my suspicion about 
what he had done was the right one. 

| didn’t even bother being disgusted. Pete, and the way he 
had betrayed me, were the least of my concerns. Because 
standing to Glinda’s left was none other than Dorothy Gale 
herself. She wore a menacing, self-satisfied grin, like the cat 
who had just eaten the canary. 

Crouched at her feet, looking more like a cat who had just 
eaten one too many canaries, was the Lion. Like Pete, his 
body was wrapped in a thick, heavy chain, one end of which 
Dorothy was clutching like a leash. He was whimpering 
pathetically, hiding his face with his huge paws, quivering in 
fear. A coward. 

“Amy Gumm,” Dorothy said. “Just who we were hoping to 
run into. Somehow | had a feeling we might find you here— 


and when | say a feeling, what | mean is that this guy told 
us.” She nodded smugly in Pete’s direction. “Careful who 
you trust, hmm? That’s a lesson you could both stand to 
learn. Can you imagine? He thought Glinda would actually 


help him.” 
“Im glad you found me,” | said, mustering more 
confidence than | actually felt. “It’s actually pretty 


convenient. Everyone | want to kill, and you’re all lined up in 
a neat little row so | can pick you off one by one. Now who 
wants to go first?” 

| couldn’t help shooting daggers at Pete. “How about 
you?” | asked. “Nah. Not worth my time.” 

At that moment, my reinforcements came bursting 
through the wall of flames, the charred rainbow that had 
carried them expending itself in a final sputter of exhaust as 
they landed: first Polychrome, followed by Nox, Heathcliff, 
and, finally, a dazed-looking Bright. 

Polychrome didn’t waste any time. In one quick move, she 
jumped astride her cat, and they seemed to merge into one: 
together, they were undulating with color, a panther and 
unicorn and girl and rainbow all at once, a single form 
burning with even more intensity than the flames that were 
everywhere around us. 

“Witch,” the creature bellowed, rearing on sinewy 
haunches and launching itself straight for Glinda, claws 
extended and long as kitchen knives. As it flew through the 
air, its churning colors shifted up the spectrum until it was a 
radiant beast of pure light. 

Glinda simply flung her arms out, throwing up protection, 
and the whole sky lit up in a blinding flash as the creature 
collided with her in a shower of multihued sparks. It looked 
like Someone had just set off a whole entire barge of 
fireworks in one go. But the sorceress just let out an 
uncharacteristically harsh cackle as she stood there, 
unharmed. 


The monster that had been Polychrome just a minute ago 
drew back, undeterred, and struck again, quick as lightning. 
The battle was on, and | had to trust that Polychrome could 
handle her part of it. | had another enemy to fight. 

Suddenly Nox was at my side. “Ready to raise the body 
count?” he asked. 

“I’m ready,” | said. As if it would ever be a question. It had 
taken me sixteen years to figure it out, but this was what | 
had been born for: to fight. When | looked down on the knife 
that was already in my hand, | saw that it wasn’t a knife at 
all anymore, but now a sword with a shining ebony blade. 

Dorothy hadn’t moved an inch. She was observing the 
scene in unconcerned amusement. She looked down at the 
Lion crouched at her feet. 

“Cowardly one,” Dorothy commanded. “Prove your worth.” 

“But... ,” the Lion whimpered. Dorothy yanked at the 
chain that bound him, pulling it tight around his neck, 
choking him with it. 

“Kill them,” she said. 

He roared, not with menace but with rageful anguish, and 
attacked, bounding for us. Nox hadn’t come bearing a 
weapon, but he didn’t need one: his magic was made for 
battle. His hands began to crackle with mystical energy. He 
dropped to the ground, letting the Lion sail over him, and 
then reached up and plunged his burning fingers into the 
beast’s belly. The Lion yelped and rolled away as Nox 
bounced right back up. 

“I’ve got him,” Nox said. “You take Dorothy.” 

| teleported myself ten feet over Dorothy’s head and dove 
for her, swinging my sword with both hands like a batter 
ready to hit the game-winning home run. 

She just laughed and ducked. 

| kept on going, feeling like a windup toy. | was hitting her 
from every possible angle, slicing and dicing and shooting 
off one fireball after the next, moving with the grace and 


precision of a ballerina. But every shot | took missed, and 
she barely seemed to have broken a sweat. 

She was still holding tightly to the end of the chain that 
she seemed to be controlling the Lion with, and she kept 
glancing over at him, muttering things under her breath like 
she was giving instructions. Was she controlling him with 
magic? It was like she was fighting in two places at once, 
her mind—and maybe her power—divided between me and 
Nox. 

It should have given me an advantage to have her 
distracted like this. It didn’t. Nothing | did seemed to even 
come close to hurting her. 

But | couldn’t give up. | wouldn’t give up. | had been 
brought here to do this. It was my only purpose, and | 
wasn’t going to fail again. 

Then a voice pulled me out of my fugue. It was Pete. 
“Amy!” he shouted. | snapped my head toward him, only to 
see Bright lying unconscious on the ground and Nox in the 
clutches of the Lion, who had him by the collar of his shirt 
and was dangling him aloft. Nox writhed and fought, 
helpless in his grip. 

Dorothy shot Pete a look of disgusted consternation. “Oh, 
shut up,” she snapped, sending a bolt of energy flying for 
him. “You can’t keep changing sides like that.” As the magic 
connected with a ruby-red flash, Pete disappeared, replaced, 
once again, by Ozma. 

That was the least of my worries. If | didn’t do something 
fast, Nox was a goner. 

“Kill the warlock,” Dorothy cooed at the Lion, who was 
baring his fangs in threat. | realized he was trembling. Once 
a coward, always a coward. “I want to see him suffer,” 
Dorothy said. 

“I... t...” the Lion stuttered. “I don’t...” 

Nox gave me a wide-eyed look of panic. “Forget me!” he 
shouted. “I’m not important.” 


| looked from him, to the Lion, to Dorothy, making a 
calculation. Nox was right—this wasn’t about him anymore— 
but at the same time, what good would it do for me to keep 
on fighting hopelessly against Dorothy just to let him die? 

For her part, Dorothy just looked annoyed at the Lion’s 
inaction. “Do it, coward,” she said. She gave a sharp yank 
on the chain she held the Lion with, and | saw a wave of 
energy ripple through it. So that’s what she was controlling 
him with. 

It gave me an idea: a cord can always be cut. So instead 
of striking directly at Dorothy again, or at the Lion himself, | 
stepped forward and brought my sword down on the leash. 

A freezing jolt zinged through my body as the metal links 
shattered. The Lion collapsed to the ground, dropping Nox 
from his grasp, and Dorothy screamed, recoiling. Whatever | 
had done, it had wounded her. 

| probably should have gone straight for her while | could 
—hit her while she was down. But | only had a moment to 
make my choice. 

| was now certain that my decision to let the Lion go the 
last time I’d seen him had been stupid, and | could have 
weakened Dorothy before now, before she’d had a chance 
to bring us all together like this. And | should have put him 
out of his misery when I’d had the chance. 

As he heaved on the ground, covering his face with his 
paws, | blinked myself to his side and in a single, 
determined stroke, sliced his head off. 

| did it with no pleasure. | hardly thought about what | was 
doing at all, but | was surprised at how little resistance | felt 
as my dark blade tore through his thick, muscular flesh; at 
how effortlessly | drew blood. 

At how little remorse | felt. 

He didn’t even have time to scream: a geyser of blood 
shot up from the stump at his neck as his head separated 
from his body and dropped to the smoking rock. It bounced 
once and rolled over to where Nox was crawling to his knees 


and staring in disbelief at everything that had just 
happened. 

“Help Polychrome,” | told him tersely. Nox nodded, 
springing instantly back into action. He teleported across 
the field to where the rainbow’s daughter was still locked in 
combat with Glinda. 

Based on what | could see of how she was faring, she 
needed all the assistance she could get. Glinda had 
surrounded herself behind a barricade of magical 
protections, and was crouched with a shimmering longbow 
from which she was letting loose one zinging arrow of pink 
energy after another. Each one flew through the air faster 
than the last toward the creature Polychrome had 
transformed herself into, which was flailing on the field, 
dodging in vain and stumbling to keep going as light poured 
from the many wounds that had already pierced its body. 

And the moment that Nox materialized at her side was the 
moment it was all over. One final arrow sailed through the 
air from Glinda’s expert hand and ripped through the 
creature’s chest. The creature fell from the air and 
separated, once again, into two figures: Polychrome and 
Heathcliff, both of them now limp and inert, landing with 
two thuds on the ground. 

“No!” screamed Bright, who had come to and was now on 
his knees, watching in horror. 

Nox didn’t let it give him pause. He spun toward Glinda, 
drawing his fist back and bringing it toward her, letting 
loose a torrent of purple bolts that rained down on the 
makeshift walls she’d built around herself and shattered 
them like glass. 

| wanted to watch him take down Glinda, to relish her 
demise, but | had to deal with Dorothy. She had recovered 
herself, and was now smoothing out her dress. She glanced 
over at where the Lion’s head lay and tossed her hair. 

“Good help is so hard to find these days,” she said. “Just 
as well, | guess. What use is a Lion who doesn’t even want 


to eat people?” 

She gave the head a kick with a cruelty that made me 
shudder. “Now, Amy,” she said. “You and | have a score to 
settle.” 

| couldn’t disagree. It was time to finish this. | just wasn’t 
sure how | was going to do it. 

Dorothy and | stared each other down, slowly circling each 
other. There was something crackling between us now, a 
repellent attraction that | couldn’t ignore, and | tried to let 
the battle still raging around us slip away. She was the only 
thing that mattered right now. | had to fight smarter, not 
harder. 

As for her, she wasn’t concerned at all. 

“You know one thing | miss from home?” she asked 
pleasantly as she reached up and pulled a red ribbon from 
her hair, letting her ponytail come loose and fall in shiny 
waves around her shoulders. “Malt shops,” she said. “You 
have no idea how many servants I’ve been through trying to 
find the one who could brew me up a decent strawberry 
phosphate. They never quite get it right. Have you ever had 
a strawberry phosphate? Do you love them?” 

| pictured all the different ways | wanted her to die. 

| wanted to drive a stake through her heart like she was a 
vampire. | wanted to bring my fists together and smash her 
skull open. | wanted to drop a house on her. It was too bad 
that | didn’t have one handy. | took a step back, unsure of 
myself, as she bit her lip and began to twirl the ribbon 
absentmindedly around her finger. 

But it wasn’t as empty a gesture as it appeared: as she 
twisted it, the ribbon began to take on weight and heft. It 
began to grow until it was twice and then three times the 
length of her body, and then she began to whirl it over her 
head, where it thickened, its satiny texture transforming into 
something metallic, until it was no longer a ribbon in any 
way, but instead a thick metal chain just like the one she’d 
used to bind the Lion, spinning above her. 


Game on. | flung off a fireball as a warning shot, and was 
Surprised that when it emerged from my hands, it burned 
not red but black as night. Dorothy watched it shoot toward 
her like it was moving in slow motion and, with her free 
hand, flicked it away as easily aS a normal person would 
swat a mosquito. As it hit the ground, it exploded into a ring 
that surrounded us in a wall of black flames. 

In the distance, | heard Nox howling in pain. | felt a wrench 
in my heart. | wanted desperately to help him, but | knew 
that he was now as much beyond my reach as | was beyond 
his. Dorothy wanted me alone, and so that was how we 
would fight. 

And even as | felt my body pumping more power than | 
was sure | could handle, | also felt a spiraling sense of 
helplessness. All the training and fighting techniques and all 
the magic that Il’d come to rely on felt suddenly like they 
were useless against her. | pushed my doubt out of my 
mind, but | knew that if | didn’t come up with a plan, fast, | 
was a goner. 

Dorothy didn’t miss a beat as | teleported myself through 
the shadows to a place behind her. She just pivoted on her 
red heels to face me, her chain still whistling in the air as 
she twirled it faster and faster. 

“Someone’s getting awfully familiar with the darkness, 
isn’t she?” Dorothy singsonged. She cracked the chain like a 
bullwhip, then swung it toward me. 

| dodged, my magic pulsing in my veins like a drug, 
pushing me to move faster than she—or anyone—could ever 
possibly anticipate, so fast that it was hard to know if | was 
actually teleporting or not. | sliced my sword through the air 
in a graceful arc. I’d used it to hurt her once before; maybe 
it would work again. 

In order for that plan to work though, | would have to 
actually make contact, and that was easier said than done. 

As fast as | spun and dodged and blinked in and out of 
reality, she swung her chain faster. Whenever | thought | 


was close enough to slice the thing in two, it slithered out of 
my reach just in time. 

Then it struck, shooting forth and grabbing me by the 
neck, where it coiled itself tightly around me. 

Just like that, my sword disappeared from my hand, and | 
felt my windpipe closing up. | clawed at my neck, trying to 
break free, but the more | struggled, the tighter the chain 
pulled. 

“What about tuna noodle hot dish?” Dorothy mused, 
caught up in some game she was playing with herself. “My 
aunt Em always made the most delicious hot dish. Tuna 
noodle hot dish and strawberry phosphate. Now there’s a 
meal I’d waste a few calories on! It’s not that | miss Kansas. 
It will be burned to the ground soon enough anyway. Just 
like this place. But, oh, there are a few things it will be a 
shame to lose for good.” 

If I'd been just slightly stupider, | would have thought 
she’d forgotten | was even there. And if I’d had any breath 
to speak, | would have asked what she meant about Kansas 
being burned to the ground. But at that second, it was all | 
could do just to keep breathing. 

Dorothy’s voice was filled with smug satisfaction and just 
a touch of wistfulness. “l'Il need a new slave now that I’ve 
lost my dear, cowardly companion the Lion,” she said. “And 
you, Amy Gumm, have more power in you that he had in 
one of his his teeny weeny pinkie-claws. You’ll make a 
perfect henchgirl.” 

She curled a spindly finger toward me, beckoning, and, 
almost as an afterthought, gave a tug on my leash. As much 
as | wanted to stay where | stood, | couldn’t. There was 
some kind of power the chain gave her over me. | felt 
myself walking obediently toward her. 

“That’s a good girl. | can already tell that you'll make 
quite the little trained monster.” 

| was so tempted to just give in. Nothing could have felt 
nicer, in that moment, than to stop fighting for good. To let 


it all go, and be under her power once and for all. To not 
have to worry about this crap anymore. | kept moving 
forward, halfway relieved to have it all be over. 

And yet, another voice in the back of my head was urging 
me not to give in. The voice was no one’s but my own. / 
couldn't give in. AS much as | wanted to, as good as it would 
have felt, | knew that | couldn’t. Not after all this. 

If anything separated me from Dorothy, it was that. We 
had been the same, once, except that she had given up. 
Had given in. To the magic, to her shoes, to Glinda, 
whispering in her ear. 

| wouldn't. 

Now we were eye to eye, so close that the stench of her 
breath was overpowering as she spoke. It smelled like 
rancid strawberries. 

“PIL give you this,” she was saying. “You’ve developed a 
certain flair in the short time since | last saw you. A sense of 
magical style, | suppose. You’re really coming into your own. 
But, like | say, you’re leaning too much on the same old, 
same old. The shadow teleporting thing is getting to be old 
hat, don’t you suppose? A little predictable, hmm? Well, 
we'll just need to teach you a few new tricks.” 

New tricks. After | had made it to the Fog of Doubt, I'd 
thought for sure | had been sent there to fail. To lose myself; 
to give up. Now | realized that | had been wrong. | had been 
brought there by the Road of Yellow Bricks, and the Magril 
had been waiting for me for a reason. It was only because | 
had made it through the fog that | knew now what | had to 
do. It was simple. It was what the Magril had taught me. | 
just had to become myself. 

| could. And | would. | didn’t need my blade to do it, either. 
The blade was a part of me. 

“How’s this for tricks?” | croaked at Dorothy, tearing with 
my bare hands at the leash. From out of my fists, a swirling 
blackness enveloped the shackles that bound me, and the 
links in the chain began to crumble. There was a snapping 


” 


sound as | freed myself, and the leash she held me by 
crumbled to pieces and fell to the ground, melting into 
shadow. 

Dorothy recoiled in shock, and as my knife returned to me 
in a flash, a look of even deeper surprise crested her face. 

In her moment of confusion, | drew the knife back and 
plunged it through her heart. | pushed it straight through 
her body until | saw the bloody tip come out the other side. 

Dorothy screamed, doubling over in pain. Her mouth 
dropped open and her eyes bugged out; her smooth, china- 
white skin began to sag and wrinkle as she aged what 
looked like twenty years in the fraction of a second. She 
began to turn green. 

| had done it. | had killed her. 

| towered over her, raised my fist to the sky, and called 
down more of the darkness, letting it rip through me. | had 
done it. | had killed her. This was who | was. This was who | 
was meant to be. 

Then she stood up. 


TWENTY-ONE 


Dorothy looked as surprised at her condition as | felt when | 
saw her get back up to her feet. 

She wasn’t dead. | had given her everything | had, and it 
hadn’t been enough. She seemed as shocked | was. 

She stared at me, then looked down at herself, where my 
knife was still lodged in her body. She began to laugh at the 
absurdity of it. 

Then, with more strength than she should have had left in 
her, she kicked me in the stomach with a spiky heel and 
sent me flying onto my back. As | struggled to my feet, she 
flicked her wrist and shot a bolt of energy at me, hitting me 
Square in the rib cage. My whole body seized in convulsions, 
pain shooting through my every nerve as | fell back down 
again. 

Dorothy yanked my knife from her chest. Blood was 
squirting everywhere, but she didn’t seem to be feeling any 
pain. She held the blade aloft, looking at it curiously. 

She shouldn’t have been able to do that. The knife was a 
part of me. No one else was supposed to be able to touch it 
unless | was using it to slice them open. 

Then again, Dorothy shouldn’t have been alive either, 
after what I’d just done to her. 

“Well,” she said. “I don’t know what just happened, but | 
guess it didn’t work. Cool knife, though.” She rested the hilt 
against her palm. “Looks like magic. The black kind.” 

Now she was advancing toward me, brandishing my 
weapon. All | could do was lay there waiting for her, 
twitching. Her red shoes were sparkling with magic, and 
with every step she took she seemed to grow more 


powerful. Without even looking like she was trying to do it, 
she was drawing down a storm of lightning bolts from the 
Sky, all of it flowing through her body and into her shoes like 
she was a living conduit for all the magic Oz had to offer. 

Was it possible that | had somehow just made her more 
powerful? 

“So. It seems that you have a bit of a problem. It /ooks like 
you can’t kill me, now doesn’t it? | think this is the part 
where you cry uncle.” 

“Not on your life. Assuming you even have one anymore,” 
| said. 

But | knew she was right. Maybe | still needed the 
Scarecrow’s brains, just like the Wizard had said, or maybe 
something else was the problem, but | wasn’t going to be 
able to beat her. Not like this. 

All | could do was retreat to the one place | knew | would 
be safe. So, old hat or not, | pulled the darkness over me, 
feeling it envelope me like a familiar blanket. | burrowed into 
it as far as | could, closing out the flames, the smell, the 
screams—closing out the whole world until everything, 
everything, everything was pitch-black. 

Everything except the one thing | was really trying to hide 
from. Against the utter nothingness of the shadow world, 
Dorothy looked Technicolor. Her eyes were so blue they 
vibrated, and her face—which had formerly been tinged with 
a sickly olive pallor—was now a vibrant, clownish green 
Slashed with lips red as cartoon blood. Her shoes were the 
reddest of all. They were so bright | had to look away. 

Even here, | couldn’t escape from her. 

“You think you’re the only one who knows about the 
Darklands?” she asked, seething. “Oh, honey, this 
dimension might as well be my living room. Have to admit, 
I've never met anyone else who could get in here—even 
Glinda doesn’t get it. | guess it’s a Kansas thing!” 

It’s hard to describe the powerlessness | felt just then. 
This was a different kind of powerlessness than I'd felt when 


Dorothy had me wrapped in her chains. Instead of feeling 
hypnotized—held in her thrall—l just felt hopeless, like 
nothing | could do would make a difference, so why bother 
trying? 

She looked down at my knife curiously. Watching her 
touch it gave me a strange, awful feeling, like when you're a 
little kid and you wiggle your tongue around in the hole 
where you just lost a tooth. 

| could see that Dorothy understood my discomfort. “l 
doubt | can hurt you with it,” she said, “But I’m guessing as 
long as I’m holding it, you won’t be able to put up much of a 
fight. Shall we test the theory?” 

She extended an arm and touched the tip of my knife to 
my collarbone. | didn’t resist. She drew the blade across my 
neck, pressing hard enough for me to feel pressure. But 
there was no blood, and no pain. 

“| figured,” she said. “You get a feel for these things after 
a while, you know? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. l'Il just have 
to get creative.” She paused. 

“Oh, never mind,” she said. “You can’t kill me, | can’t kill 
you; how predictable can it get? There’s probably some dull 
prophecy about it—there always is, isn’t there? Chosen ones 
and blah blah blah. Who can keep track? Good thing | don’t 
need to kill you anyway. Oh, I'd /ike to, but as Glinda’s 
constantly reminding me, a girl can’t have everything she 
wants. Not even me. But you’ve got your wants, and you’ve 
got your needs. And all | need”—she grabbed the strap of 
my bag and yanked it hard, snapping it—“is this.” 

“No,” | said. 

“Yes,” she said, digging around inside. “Let’s see. One 
mechanical heart. Check. One artificial tail. Check. And...a 
French textbook? | mean... I guess that could come in 
handy, too. You never know when a girl might want to aim 
for higher education.” She brushed a lock of hair from her 
face and the blackness began to fade. 


As the world returned, | saw that the battle was over. 
Really over. The floating island on which it had been waged 
was now just a scorched, charred husk of dirt and rock, with 
only a few small flames lingering in the wreckage. 

Polychrome lay still in the middle of it, her delicate hand 
wrapped around Heathcliff’s lifeless tail. Nox was kneeling 
beside them in defeat, his face bloody and covered in dirt 
and ash, his formerly wild hair singed to almost nothing. 

The battle was over, and we had lost. / had lost. Glinda 
stood above us, arms crossed at her chest in a pose of both 
victory and impatience. 

“There you are,” she said as Dorothy stumbled out of the 
Shadows to join her at her side. “I was just about to wonder 
if | was going to have to leave without you.” 

“I| got what we came for,” Dorothy said, holding up my 
bag triumphantly. 

“And yet the girl lives. Curious.” 

Dorothy shrugged. “You know how magic can be. 
Annoying,” she said, finishing her own thought. 

“So it can,” Glinda agreed. 

“Must be some dumb rule no one remembers. She 
couldn’t kill me either, by the way.” 

“It makes no difference. The girl is no more than a 
nuisance now. So what do you think? Should we take them 
with us?” Glinda asked. “Put them to work? The Order's little 
warlock can wash windows, the witch from Kansas can 
serve, and the beautiful boy behind the boulder”—she 
waved a hand and a large rock disappeared from the 
periphery, revealing a sheepish Bright’s hiding spot—“could 
make a very interesting plaything.” 

Even as she said it, | could see that it was, at least in part, 
bravado. She and Dorothy might have won, but they hadn’t 
come out of this unscathed. Dorothy looked aged and 
decrepit, her skin still a sickly green, and even Glinda looked 
exhausted. Her bun had come undone, her armor had been 
pierced in several places, and she had a giant gash running 


from her shoulder to her elbow. If she’d had the juice left in 
her, she could have done whatever she wanted to us. But 
She didn’t. Which meant that this was a stalemate of sorts, 
whether or not either of them wanted to admit it. 

Dorothy shook her head with an exasperated groan, trying 
to act like she seriously didn’t give a shit. “They’re too much 
trouble,” she said. “Ozma is back in our control. We have 
the things we came for. The rainbow fairy and her familiar 
are dead, and this horrible so-called paradise has been 
burned to a crisp. Soon, we’ll have done the same to the 
place | used to call home. | say, let’s get out of here.” 

“Your wish is my command,” Glinda said. She turned 
gloatingly to me: “Toodle-oo! Polly’s been the mostess of 
hostesses, but even the most delightful teatimes must come 
to an end. And Dorothy and | are late for a very important 
appointment, aren’t we, dear heart?” 

“We sure are.” Dorothy lowered her eyes toward the 
bodies on the ground, then shot a glance at me. “I hate to 
leave it such a mess, but | guess a girl from the trailer park 
has slung some slop in her day.” She gave me a barely 
perceptible wink. “Not that | know what that’s like.” 

Suddenly, out of nowhere, Ozma let out a screech from 
where Dorothy still had her chained, where Pete had been 
earlier. It had taken her this long to come to her senses, but 
now, she finally seemed to understand that she was being 
held prisoner. 

“I| command you!” she shouted. “With the Old Magic that . 

“That’s the royal spirit we like!” Glinda said, looking like 
she wanted to explode with laughter. 

Dorothy waved a hand, the chains pulled tighter, and 
Ozma was silent. 

Then Glinda snapped her fingers and, in a puff of pink 
smoke and a shower of glitter, all three of them were gone. 


TWENTY-TWO 


Glinda, Dorothy, and Ozma were gone. The falls, and the 
islands revolving around it, had been destroyed. The sun 
was rising, and the purple sky was filled with floating ash 
and ember and the sad, wilted remnants of barbecued 
rainbows. 

Off in the distance, the place in the skyline that had been 
occupied by the Rainbow Citadel now held only a billowing 
plume of blue-black smoke. 

It all looked like the morning after a surprise party gone 
really, really wrong. 

Nox and | couldn’t even bring ourselves to look each other 
in the eye. 

Meanwhile, Bright stood stoically, gazing out at the 
wreckage as the sun rose slowly above it. He shook a single 
Cigarette from his case. “My last one,” he said. “Ever, | 
guess. No more rainbows left. | guess | should savor it, 
huh?” But instead of lighting it, he put it carefully back into 
the case and patted it like a precious object. 

He walked over to Polychrome’s sad, limp body and knelt 
to touch her face. “She was something,” he said. “Y’know, | 
never figured out what she saw in me, not really.” He bent 
over and kissed her tenderly. 

As his lips touched hers, her body began to glow one last 
time, and when he pulled away, a small, weak tendril of 
yellow light curled from out of her mouth and began to eat 
away at the rest of her until she had melted into a shapeless 
puddle that danced with color like an oil slick. When there 
was nothing left of her, the puddle began to unwind, rising— 


first slowly, then quickly—into the sky in a luminous, vibrant 
thread. 
A rainbow. 


We watched her go. And when the last of the last rainbow 
had faded, Bright turned his attention to Heathcliff. He 
carefully untied the ribbon at the giant cat’s chin, and 
removed the horn that Polychrome had given him. “Here,” 
he said, handing it to Nox. “This will come in handy. It’s real, 
you know. It came from a real unicorn. Polly got it off one 
when it crashed through the window by the breakfast nook 
and died. Stupid things are dumber than birds. God, that 
was ages ago. Anyway, it’s rare you find one of these. And 
it’s magic. Does some crazy shit. You’ll see.” 

“You don’t want to keep it?” Nox asked. “It should be 
yours.” 

“Nah. It’ll just make me sad. And what am | going to do 
with it anyway? It’ll probably just get lost, like everything 
else. It’s time for me to get moving again.” 

He reached behind his ear and pulled out a golden button. 
“My only trick,” he said, holding it up to the morning light. 
“But it’s a good one. My parents always said | was bright as 
a button, and Polly knew I’d get bored if she tried to keep 
me cooped up, so she magicked these for me so | could get 
out whenever | wanted. Don’t want my bird in a cage, she 
said. Didn’t even care if | sometimes left without telling her 
when I'd be back. Anyway. | only have a couple of these left, 
but | guess | don’t really need ’em anymore. Won’t be 
coming back here, will 1?” 

He pulled out another button and handed it to me. “Do 
good, babe,” he said. “Maybe l'Il see you around.” 

“Where are you going to go?” | asked him. 

“Where else?” he asked. “I’m going to get lost.” He flipped 
the button up, and it spun a few times, then exploded in a 
Shower of glitter, leaving in its place an ordinary wooden 
door, standing free amidst the rock, connected to nothing. 


Bright turned the dull, glass knob, pulled the door open, 
and stepped through the frame. It disappeared as he closed 
it behind him, but | kept staring at the empty place where it 
had just been. 

Instead of saying anything, | stepped to the precipice of 
our flying hunk of burned-out rock and sat down, letting my 
feet dangle off into the vast, empty sky. Nox slid down next 
to me and we just sat there in silence, watching the last of 
the sunrise. 

“Well,” | said to Nox when it was over. “I guess it’s just us. 
What do we do now?” 

“| don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t.” 

“You know what | wish?” 

“Yeah,” he said. “I think | kinda do.” 

| knew he knew. | said it anyway. “I wish we could just stay 
here. Just the two of us. See if we could rebuild this place. 
Maybe not the same as it was, but, maybe like we would 
want it to be.” 

“Like it was ours.” 

“Exactly. Make it a home.” | didn’t need to say what we 
were both obviously thinking. The first real home either of 
us had. 

“I wish that, too,” Nox said. His voice cracked. “Maybe 
next time.” 

“Yeah. Next time.” | turned away, and Nox stood and 
walked to where Heathcliff’s body still lay. 

“You were right,” | said. “About Pete, | mean. | should have 
listened.” 

“It wouldn’t have mattered,” Nox said. “It was already 
done.” 

“I shouldn’t have trusted him in the first place.” 

“Yes,” Nox said. “Yes, you should have. Because that’s 
who you are.” 

| hadn’t thought of it that way, but maybe he was right. 

“Maybe we should find Mombi,” Nox offered. “Maybe she’s 
better now. Maybe she’ll know what to do.” 


No. | was sick of maybe. | was sick of witches, sick of 
searching, sick of chasing mysterious objects. Sick of being 
ordered around and used like a pawn. Now, if | had to trust 
anyone, it was myself. 

“Forget Mombi,” | said. “We're going to find Dorothy and 
kill her. And then we'll finally get a happy ending.” 

Nox seemed too tired to argue with me. | was tired, too, 
but | was also jittery and restless and suddenly not in the 
mood to waste time. | took the button that Bright had given 
me and tossed it up just like I'd seen him do. Like before, a 
door appeared. 

Screw it. | didn’t know where it would take us, but | 
stepped through it anyway. Maybe, | thought, the magic will 
be on my side for once. 

Instead, it sent me walking right into a brick wall. Literally. 

A yellow brick wall, to be precise. 


TWENTY-THREE 


Bright’s portable doorway had deposited me back on solid, 
non-floating land, where the clouds were now once again 
hundreds of feet above my head rather than miles below my 
feet. Nox was just a second behind me, and as soon as he 
stepped through the portal, it slammed shut and 
disappeared. We both stared up in amazement at what was 
standing in our way. 

Rising up out of the field in which we stood, the Road of 
Yellow Brick had turned itself into a gleaming wall. A wall so 
high that there was no hoping to see over it, and so wide in 
either direction that it appeared to go on forever, with no 
sign of any way through it. 

| pressed my hands against it. “Does this count as lost?” | 
asked, wondering if maybe we should have found another 
way back down to earth than the one we had chosen. 

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Nox said, 
echoing my thoughts. “What do you think’s on the other 
side of this thing?” 

“| guess l'Il find out.” 

Before | even tried teleporting to the other side of the 
wall, | had a feeling it wasn’t going to be so simple. My gut 
was right. When | tried to melt into the shadows—what 
Dorothy had called the Darklands—and slither through the 
wall, some kind of force stopped me. Instead of finding 
myself on the other side of the barrier, | rematerialized ten 
feet back from where I’d started, with a woozy sensation 
and a sudden headache, like I’d just tried to butt my head 
against the bricks. | tasted something metallic in my mouth. 

“Weird,” | said. 


“Not really,” Nox replied. “The road is serious business. 
Mombi once told me it’s as pure an expression of Oz’s magic 
as there is—and now that the magic’s coming back, | bet it’s 
getting more powerful than it was before. You’ve seen how it 
can be. It has a mind of its own. | guess it decided that it 
doesn’t want anyone going past this spot. And it looks to me 
like it’s not going to give up without a fight.” 

| felt the wall, running my fingers along the smooth bricks, 
which were glittering golden in the sun. It was so beautiful 
that, under other circumstances, | would have been 
awestruck. 

| don’t know what | was looking for. A secret button that 
would open a door, like in a Nancy Drew book? 

| laughed at the irony of that. Come to think of it, though, 
how nice would it have been to find myself in any other 
storybook world than this one, with nothing to worry about 
except missing heiresses and stolen jewels? 

Next time, | promised myself. 

For now, | was out of luck. Even if there was a hidden 
switch somewhere in these bricks, | had no way of finding it 
—it would take me weeks, if | was lucky, to cover every inch 
of the wall looking for it. 

“So what do we do?” | wondered aloud, giving the wall a 
kick. “Know any flying spells?” Flying had never been my 
thing. Hovering, maybe, a little levitation here and there, 
fine, but actual flying was something I’d only seen Mombi 
do, and it took a lot out of even her. 

“Nope,” Nox said. “But there’s no law saying we have to 
go through it. Who knows what’s on the other side, you 
know? Maybe we should head the other way and try to 
regroup. Go find the Order and get a real plan together.” 

“News flash,” | said. “There is no Order anymore. Mombi’s 
sick, Glamora’s probably dead. Who knows where the rest of 
them are? That leaves you and me. Look, | say Bright’s 
doorway took us here for a reason. If something’s trying to 


keep us from getting through here, there must be 
something important on the other side.” 

“Maybe we can climb it,” Nox said thoughtfully. “I never 
was so great with horticulture spells but...” 

He moved his fingers over the earth and a pair of thick, 
green vines sprouted up from out of it, quickly crawling up 
the sides of the wall. 

| shuddered, remembering rope climbing in gym class, 
and how I'd never been able to even make it halfway. | 
wasn’t sure | wanted to test my improvement on a day like 
today. 

| didn’t need to worry about it. When Nox tugged at the 
newly created vines to test their strength, they wilted 
instantly under his touch. 

“Damn,” he said. “No surprise, though.” 

| just stood there, trying to think of what to do. Maybe we 
should just turn around and head off somewhere else. 

| was so exhausted. Rest. That was what | wanted. 
Somewhere to rest. 

Not rest like sleep though. | could have used that, too, of 
course, but what | really wanted was rest as in, like, a break 
from always having to be on alert, never knowing what was 
coming next, a break from watching people die and not 
being able to do anything to stop it. 

A break from being the one who had to kill them. 

More than anything, | wanted this to be someone else’s 
responsibility. 

| let out a scream of pure frustration and slammed my fist 
against the wall. When that felt good, | did it again. 

That was when | felt something inside of me snap. | kept 
on screaming and punching, and screaming and punching. It 
felt good, in a weird way. This was everything | wanted to do 
to Dorothy, and Glinda. To Mombi and Glamora, for getting 
me into this. To Pete, for selling us out. To the Wizard, for 
just being the Wizard. Screw it—to everyone. 


This is what I’d always wanted to do to all the people who 
had ever underestimated me, to everyone who had ever 
picked on me, or cast me aside. Just hit them. | hadn’t even 
gotten to hit Madison, but I’d been suspended for it anyway. 

So | kept on whaling on it, not caring that my knuckles 
were bleeding, or that | knew it was all completely pointless. 
Actually, there was something about the pain, and the 
pointlessness, that was exhilarating. 

“Amy!” Nox said, sounding shocked at what | was doing. | 
ignored him. | didn’t care. 

| was so caught up in my fury that | didn’t notice that, as | 
kept on punching, the pain became less and less apparent. | 
didn’t notice that, with every blow | took at the wall, | was 
getting bigger. Stronger. Or that, as | punched, the blood 
pouring out of my fists was seeping into the bricks, and that, 
one by one, they were turning black. 

But then | realized my punches weren’t just bouncing off it 
anymore. As | hammered blindly away, small pieces of rock 
began to fly. | don’t know how long | kept going, but whether 
it was five minutes or an hour, or a day, the whole wall had 
turned black, infected with the dark magic | could no longer 
control. 

When | gave another scream—a scream so loud that the 
wall actually shook just from the sound of it, a thin, golden 
fissure appeared, spidering across the wall’s surface, and 
when I punched it again, there was a sound loud as thunder 
as that crack split wide open, and bricks came tumbling 
down around me like dominoes, first just a few and then 
hundreds and thousands. The wall crumbled around me. 

| had torn it down. The whole damn thing was obsidian 
dust in my hands, and | was kneeling on top of it. 

Still, | didn’t stop. Even when it was all gone, | kept 
slamming my fists into the dirt. | felt more powerful than 
ever, like | had taken its magic for my own, and | liked it. 

“Amy,” | heard Nox saying. | ignored him until | felt his 
touch on my shoulder, and then | turned around to face him, 


and | growled. 

Growled. Like an animal. 

“Amy,” Nox said. “It’s okay.” 

He knelt down next to me, wrapped his arm around my 
shoulder, and pulled me into his chest. | was still shaking, 
and | nestled into his body, which suddenly felt very small. 

“It’s just too much,” | said. | felt like | would cry at any 
second. | wanted to cry, and at the same time, | couldn’t. | 
was in a place past crying. 

“I know,” Nox said. “I know. But it will be over soon. It has 
to be.” 

| began to melt into him. There in his arms, | felt so secure 
—for the first time in maybe my whole life—that if | could 
have, | would have let myself become part of him. Just so | 
could feel that safe forever. 

But then | looked into his eyes, and | saw how haunted 
they were, and suddenly | realized that he was afraid of me. 
At first, | thought it was only because of what he had just 
seen me do, but then, | caught a glimpse of myself—just a 
glinting image reflected in his pale gray irises—and | 
realized that it wasn’t what | had done that had frightened 
him. 

It was what | had become. 

Startled, | wrenched myself from his grip and stared down 
at my own body. 

Was this really me? My hands, my arms, and even my legs 
—all of me—were rippling with muscle and bulging veins, 
and were covered with a fine dusting of something like fur, a 
deep emerald green and the texture of velvet. Each of my 
fingers was tipped with a blood-red, razor-sharp claw. 

Beginning to panic, | pressed an open palm to my 
forehead, hoping that what | had just seen had only been 
my imagination. It wasn’t. At my temples, just below my 
hairline, two hard, curling nubs protruded. They weren't big, 
but they were there. 

| had grown horns. 


“Amy,” Nox repeated. | jumped to my feet, but he grabbed 
me by the wrist and pulled me back toward him. | was so 
ashamed of myself that | just wanted to run away. And | 
could have. | was so much stronger than him now, and 
bigger, too—his body had seemed small because he was 
small now, at least compared to me. Because as | had been 
tearing down the road of yellow bricks, | had grown into 
something new. Something huge and terrifying. The very 
thing | had been afraid of turning into. 

| had become a monster. 

| didn’t want Nox to see me like this, and still, | stopped 
myself from pulling away from him and hiding. | didn’t want 
to hurt him by accident either. | didn’t know my own 
strength. So | let him hold me. 

“I didn’t mean to...” 

“I know,” he said. “I know.” 

We stayed like that for a long time, me shaking in his arms 
while he held me and told me everything was going to be 
okay. As he said it over and over again, | felt myself calming 
down, and the thing that was inhabiting me began to slip 
away, leaving my body. 

The most messed-up part is that | wanted to hold on to it. 
| didn’t want it to go. But | forced myself to relinquish it, and 
soon | felt my horns shrinking away, my claws pull back into 
my fingers, and my skin return to normal. | was myself 
again. 

“What happened?” | asked when | finally felt able to really 
speak. 

“You got carried away,” he said. “It was the magic. You let 
it take over. That wasn’t you.” 

| wanted to believe him, but | wasn’t sure that | did. What 
if it was me? 

Then | let my gaze move past him, and all my thoughts of 
myself stopped as | realized where we were. In my 
temporary insanity, | had lost track of what | had been 
doing; | had forgotten why | had wanted to get through the 


wall in the first place. Now | turned and saw what it had 
been protecting. 

We were sitting on the edge of the Emerald City. Or, | 
guess, what used to be the Emerald City. It was hard to say 
if you could still call it that—because it was different now. 

It looked like it had been hit by a nuclear bomb. The once 
glittering, bustling thoroughfare was now empty, piled with 
trash and debris. The buildings that hadn’t been destroyed 
were empty shells, with charred facades and shattered 
windows. The lavish, stately gardens that Dorothy had spent 
her time lounging in had been mostly destroyed, the 
fountains shattered, the flowers dead and covered over with 
vines. 

But all over the place, when you looked a little more 
closely, traces of the city’s former grandeur remained. 
Amidst all the wreckage, the streets had a sheen that | 
realized was coming from millions of scattered jewels— 
emeralds, obviously, but diamonds and rubies and 
amethysts, too. Here and there, pools of gold melted and 
then hardened again, like puddles lingering after a 
thunderstorm. 

At the center of it all, the Emerald Palace rose up, its 
majestic towers replaced by a dense tangle of twisting, 
almost tentacle-like spires that stretched so high into the 
sky that the tops of them were obscured by a cover of dark 
clouds. The whole structure was covered in grime and dust 
and a thick forest of ivy, but at the same time, there was 
something about it that took my breath away. In the still 
silence of everything, it looked less like a palace now and 
more like a cathedral; like a monument to some ancient, 
long-forgotten god. 

As | stared up at it, something jogged my memory, and | 
remembered something | was pretty sure I’d heard someone 
say. One of the monkeys on Queen Lulu’s council. 

For one thing, it seems to be growing. 


At the time, I’d had no idea what that had meant. It had 
seemed so strange that I’d pretty much ignored it when I'd 
heard it. Now | understood. 

It was true. Somehow, the palace was bigger than when 
I'd left it. Much bigger. Maybe it was still growing: when | 
stared at it long enough, | realized it seemed to be moving, 
like it was a living thing. It seemed to be breathing. 

But before | could ask Nox what he thought had 
happened, | saw a movement out of the corner of my eye, 
and then from out of every crevice and alleyway and 
window, from the sewer grates and the gutters and out from 
behind every building, an army of monkeys emerged, 
coming toward us. Leading the way was Queen Lulu, who 
was dressed in army fatigues and carrying a small, silver 
pistol. 

“Amy,” Lulu said. “We’ve been waiting for you. And lII tell 
you one thing. You sure know how to make an entrance.” 


TWENTY-FOUR 


“You were right,” Lulu told me as she approached. The rest 
of her monkey guard was hanging back, watching silently. 
“You told me we couldn’t just sit up there in the trees, 
waiting for bad things to come to us. We’d been ignoring the 
rest of Oz for too long—and now look what happened. When 
| heard there was trouble afoot in the city, this seemed like 
the best place to come. | had a feeling you’d turn up sooner 
or later. | guess you chose later.” 

“What happened to Mombi?” Nox cut in. “Is she here, 
too?” 

“Nope,” Lulu said. “She disappeared from her quarters 
last night. Don’t know where she got herself to, but there’s 
no time to worry about that.” 

“What happened to the city?” | asked. “Where is 
everyone?” 

Lulu let out a cackle. “Everyone? Everyone left, | figure. Or 
at least, everyone who hadn't left when you and yours 
attacked the place. With Dorothy gone, and the city ruined, 
wasn’t much reason to stick around. And it’s not safe here. 
Doesn't feel right. There’s something going on in the palace 
—something rottener than week-old herring.” 

“I can see that,” | said. 

“| don’t know what it’s all about, but I’ve sent in three 
separate patrols to check it out. Last I’ve seen any of them. 
But we have seen a few signs of life.” 

My ears perked up. “Who?” | asked. “Who’s been through 
here?” 

“Dorothy and Glinda passed through a few hours ago— 
zipped right over the top of the yellow brick wall in a pink 


soap bubble. Not quite as impressive as blowing the whole 
thing to smithereens of course.” 

My stomach dropped as | looked around for signs of them. 
“Where did they go?” | asked. “We have to find them. Now.” 

Lulu bared her teeth and narrowed her eyes. “Honey, 
don’t | know it,” she said. “But we monkeys haven’t just 
been sitting around on our heinies. The sorceress has been . 
.. dealt with. For now.” She gave an oblique glance toward 
her pistol. “Dorothy got away. Took Ozma with her and 
headed straight for her old haunt. The palace.” 

“Did she say what she wanted?” | asked. 

“What, you think we were making small talk? If you want 
to know what she’s up to, you’d better find out for yourself. 
You have a job to do, sweetheart. My people and | will 
protect the city. You’d better hop to.” 

| clenched my jaw, with no idea where all this was 
heading. 

“It’s that way,” Lulu said, stating the obvious as she 
pointed toward it. “Wish | had more time to catch up, but if 
you want my opinion, time’s already wasting. Good luck.” 

| looked at Nox, who nodded back at me. The crowd of 
monkeys parted to let us pass, and we began to move on 
Our way. 

“If | were you, I’d head for the maze!” Lulu shouted after 
us. We were already gone. 

“Now, | ask you,” Nox said. “What the hell is going on?” 

| was pretty sure the question was rhetorical. Even if it 
wasn’t, | didn’t know the answer. All | knew was that 
something had brought us here, and that whatever was 
going on, the palace was at the center of it. 

As we rushed through the abandoned city streets, the 
feeling of dread that was emanating from the center 
became more and more palpable. When | looked over at 
Nox, he looked almost sick. 

“There’s something evil in there,” he said. “I can feel it.” 
He didn’t say it aloud, but he was staggering a little, slowing 


down, and | could tell that he was fighting with everything 
he had just to keep going. “It’s like it wants me to turn 
back,” he said. 

| could feel it, too. And | could tell that it was evil. But 
instead of repelling me, that same feeling was pulling me 
closer, like there was a party going on somewhere nearby, 
and | was following the music. Like someone was cooking a 
delicious roast and | was a starving woman following the 
scent. 

| didn’t mention that. 

Nox put his head down and kept on moving. 

Soon, we were there, and | saw exactly how grotesque the 
palace had become. It was covered in a slimy, filthy moss, 
and in place of the ornate, golden doors that had once 
served as the entrance, there was a kind of horrible 
sculpture: a gigantic, monstrous creature in bas-relief. 
Itlooked kind of like an octopus, but with more arms, and 
with a nasty, crowded mouthful of sharp, gritted teeth. 

“What the hell is that?” Nox asked in disbelief. 

| didn’t answer, because | had just noticed something 
even more disturbing. 

Lying on the steps like a broken, discarded rag doll, his 
arms and legs splayed out in every direction, was the 
Scarecrow. His head was hanging limply, lolling off to the 
side. He didn’t look like himself. 

“Shit,” | said. “It’s showtime.” 

| summoned my knife, hoping to make this a fast fight, 
and screamed in horror at what appeared in its place: 
somehow, from out of nowhere, a black, hissing snake was 
writhing in my grip. Before | could drop it, it had wrapped 
itself around my arm, where it pulled its head back and 
unhinged its jaw, ready to strike me. 

Without thinking, | sent it away, the same reflexive way | 
had learned how to do when | didn’t need my weapon 
anymore. 

Nox was staring at me, his mouth wide open. 


But | found that | wasn’t exactly surprised by what had 
just happened. “It’s this place,” | said. “The evil in here. It’s 
screwing with everything.” 

We didn’t have the luxury to puzzle through it any more 
than that, because the Scarecrow was now moving. He sat 
up and looked at me with his painted-on little eyes and gave 
a weak grimace. 

“Hello there,” he said, without any of the sinister menace | 
was used to from him. Instead, he sounded like someone’s 
weird, only slightly creepy uncle. “Do | know you?” 

| saw immediately that there was something wrong with 
him, but it took a moment longer to actually see what it 
was. Then it dawned on me: his head looked misshapen and 
oddly deflated. Like there was something missing from it. 

| was pretty sure | knew what that something was. 

Without my knife to rely on, | felt a little bit unprepared, 
but | had other weapons to work with. At least, | thought | 
did. But when | tried to fire off a flame dart at him, all that 
came out of my fingers was a puff of noxious, green smoke 
that smelled like rotten eggs, and | realized with a sinking 
feeling that | wasn’t going to be able to rely on my magic at 
all. 

Luckily, for now at least, it didn’t seem that the Scarecrow 
would be much of a threat. As | ran up the stairs toward 
him, he made no move to attack me or even get out of the 
way. Instead, he was just muttering something to himself. A 
spell, | wondered, reminding myself to keep my wits about 
me. 

No, | realized as | got close enough to hear. It wasn’t a 
spell at all. 

“And so the imp says to the toadstool... ,” he was 
saying. “No, wait. Let me start that again. Two young harlots 
and a fish walk intoa...” 

When he saw me racing for him, he looked up at me 
again, as if he was seeing me for the first time. “Did | 
already tell you this one?” he asked. His eyes rolled back, 


and his canvas head dropped to the side, where it flopped at 
his shoulder. 

“I used to be very clever, you know! Everyone said so. | 
was even king, after a fashion. Now look at me.” With that, 
his painted-on face collapsed in a mask of grief and he 
began to weep silently to himself. 

“Who?” | asked, already knowing the answer. 

“Dorothy,” he said. “My dear old friend Dorothy. How 
could she?” 

It was pathetic to see him—the cruelest and most 
terrifying of Dorothy’s companions—in such a state. But | 
didn’t feel sorry for him. How could |? 

| grabbed him around the throat and picked him up, 
squeezing tight. His cross-stitched mouth let out a gurgling 
sound as he gulped for air. | squeezed harder, and then 
harder as he let out a gurgling noise. He flailed his stuffed 
arms, but didn’t really resist. If anything, he looked relieved. 

Then, finally, his eyes popped open and he gave a final, 
high-pitched whimper as his stuffed body went completely 
limp. 

However much he had been alive in the first place was a 
mystery and probably always would be. But whatever it 
was, that life was gone. | had killed him. 

Before | tossed him aside, | grabbed at the loose fabric of 
his scalp, and yanked his head clean off. 

Second beheading in one day. | guess you could call that a 
record, huh? 

When | examined what had been his head, turning it 
inside out and dumping the stuffing onto the ground, my 
Suspicions were confirmed. All that came tumbling out was 
some straw, a few cotton balls, and some loose change. 

Just as | suspected, the Scarecrow’s brains were gone. 
Dorothy had already gotten them. Now she had a full set: 
heart, brains, and courage. But why? What did she want 
with them? 


| tossed the Scarecrow’s head onto the ground like the 
trash that it was, and stomped on it for good measure. 

“Whoa,” Nox said. At first | thought he was reacting to yet 
another act of brazen cruelty from me, but then he put a 
finger to his lips and said, “Listen.” 

| didn’t hear it at first, but then, in the distance, from deep 
in the palace, | detected a rumbling sound. The ground 
beneath my feet began to shake, and as it did, the octopus 
statue before us came to life; its arms began to wriggle and 
its eyes began to glow with a nasty green light. Slowly, its 
mouth slid open, revealing an entryway just big enough to 
step through. 

| glanced sidelong at Nox. Il’d never seen him look so 
terrified. 

“| guess we can take that as an invitation,” | said. 


TWENTY-FIVE 


Inside, the palace was nothing like the place I’d gotten to 
know by heart when I’d been posing as one of Dorothy’s 
most loyal servants. 

In fact, it was no place I’d ever been before, outside of a 
nightmare. At first, it was hard to even understand what | 
was looking at. The vast entry chamber we were in had 
been turned upside down and inside out. No. Scratch that— 
inside out and upside down implies a certain order to things, 
and here, it was like none of the normal rules of physics 
applied at all. Like something out of an M. C. Escher 
drawing, there were entire staircases that floated in midair, 
leading to nowhere, furniture suspended from the slanted 
walls, and, overhead, an entire jungle looked like it was 
growing out of the ceiling. 

| had no idea what this was all about, but | knew, on 
instinct, that Lulu had been right about where we had to go. 
“The maze,” | said. It was the center of everything. It was 
where Oz had started. And now it was fighting back. “We 
have to get there.” 

Nox wasn’t really listening. He appeared totally 
disoriented, like he didn’t remember who he was anymore, 
and was looking around desperately, with wild eyes, as if 
searching for any way out. There wasn’t one, at least as far 
as | could see. The door that we had just walked through 
had disappeared as soon as we’d stepped through it. 

“Nox,” | said frantically, grabbing his hand. “Get yourself 
together. | know it’s hard, but we have to find Dorothy and 
Ozma. We don’t have a choice.” 


“L...” he started to say. Then he just shook his head. He 
couldn’t make the words come out. 

“| need you,” | said. “I can’t do this alone.” 

Somehow, that seemed to have an effect. Nox bit his lip, 
nodded, and steeled himself. “Okay,” he said, taking a deep 
breath. “I can do it. It’s something about this place. It just 
seems... wrong. It’s messing with me.” 

“I know,” | said, but | didn’t quite get why it was affecting 
him so much more than me. It was true that it was 
disorienting—I could barely see straight, and, when | took a 
step forward, found myself moving backward instead, like | 
was on rewind. The main problem was that | didn’t know 
how in the world we were going to find what we were 
looking for in all of this. 

That is, | didn’t know until a flash of red in the corner of 
my eye attracted my attention, and | spun around to find 
the source: Dorothy. 

Across the room, Dorothy had Ozma on one of her mind- 
control leashes and Dorothy was leading her up a moving 
Staircase. They spiraled upward, toward a green door that 
hovered in midair what seemed like a mile above us. | 
wasn’t even sure how it went so far up—the ceilings didn’t 
seem all that high, but the way space seemed to be working 
in here, it obviously wasn’t worth it to try to puzzle it out. 

“There,” | said, pulling Nox with me as | began to run. Or 
tried to run: the faster | tried to go, the more the strange 
physics of this place slowed me down, until it felt like | was 
moving through Jell-O. At this rate, Dorothy would get away 
long before | was able to catch up. 

“Do you think you can teleport?” | asked Nox. It was a risk 
—who knew whether teleporting would even work in here, 
especially the way my magic had been working ever since 
we'd entered the city—but it was one | had to take. 

“I can try,” he said, looking uncertain. 

“Are you sure?” 

He gulped. “I think so,” he said. 


| didn’t believe him. But what else could | do? Dorothy 
hadn’t noticed me yet, but she was already halfway up the 
Stairs. “We'll do it together,” | said. Holding Nox’s hand tight 
enough to cut off circulation, | held my breath and took him 
with me into the Darklands. 

As soon as | entered the shadows, | knew | had made a 
mistake. His hand began to slip out of my grip. It was like 
trying to hold water. But through the hazy screen that 
separated me from the world above, | could see that 
Dorothy was almost to the door that would take her out of 
here. 

So | rose back up into reality. It had worked. | was only a 
few paces behind Dorothy now, and she still hadn’t noticed 
me. 

But Nox was gone. 

Ozma was already through the door, and Dorothy was 
stepping through it. Panicking, | looked over my shoulder, 
and saw Nox, still back on the ground where we'd started, 
gaping up at me with a look of abject terror on his face. 

“Go!” he screamed. “I'll catch up.” 

| could have gone back for him. Instead, | dove through 
the green door after Dorothy a split second before it closed. 
| was standing on the edge of the palace’s grand, formal 
garden, near the hedge maze where Pete had once told me 
was the place Oz had been born. 

Dorothy and Ozma were walking toward the maze. 

Long ago, Pete had told me that Dorothy was terrified to 
enter it: there was something about it that scared her, 
something that told her she would never survive if she tried 
to make it through to the center. But now, with brainwashed 
Ozma leading the way for her, she seemed dead set on 
getting in. 

The maze didn’t scare me. | had made it through before. | 
knew how to deal with it. But | also knew that if | tried to get 
through it again on my own, there was every chance that I’d 
get lost, or lose track of my targets for good. 


| decided that right now, stealth was the best option. And 
so | shrouded myself in a misdirection charm so that 
Dorothy wouldn’t notice me creeping behind her. | wasn’t 
sure if it would work, but it couldn’t hurt. Ozma waved her 
scepter and opened up a gap in the hedges, and when she 
and Dorothy walked through it, | walked close behind them. 

Ozma knew where she was going. She navigated the dark 
twists and turns of the maze without ever hesitating at 
which way to go. Every now and then, she paused at a place 
that didn’t even look like a path at all, waved her scepter 
again, and opened up yet another hidden passage. As 
Dorothy followed her, | followed them both, and soon we 
had reached the center. 

It was different from the last time I’d seen it. Instead of 
the tiny cobblestone sitting area, with a tiny bench and a 
modest, sort of dirty fountain, we stepped through the 
bushes onto a giant, deserted plaza. The fountain at the 
center was now ornate and stately, with gorgeous, twisting 
designs carved into a huge marble basin, from which jets of 
water poured forth. 

Standing next to it was the Wizard. 

“Right on time,” the Wizard said, seeing Dorothy make her 
entrance. He flipped his pocket watch closed and tucked it 
into his lapel. “I knew | could count on you, Your Highness. 
You've always had a way of getting what you want. The only 
trick is making you think you want it.” 

“Shut up, you stupid old man,” Dorothy snapped. “I’m not 
here to play your games. Step aside, so | can finally do what 
| should have done years ago—destroy that horrible place 
once and for all.” 

The Wizard just smirked. “But can you?” he asked. 

“Enough with your insolence,” Dorothy said, slapping him 
across the face so hard that the sound echoed across the 
plaza. “Do what | say and prepare the ritual you promised 
me, before | decide to stop being so kind.” 


The Wizard rubbed his cheek, but didn’t seem injured. 
“The thing is,” he said as Dorothy’s scowl transformed into 
an unexpectedly complacent smile, “you’re not the one in 
charge anymore. Not in here. Since you’ve been away from 
the city, I’ve been hard at work communing with the Powers 
That Be. Powers far greater than you, or Glinda, or any of 
the witches.” He gestured toward the palace, which, even 
deep in the center of the vast maze, was towering over the 
hedges. “You see what’s become of the palace, don’t you? 
It’s not just for show, you know. It’s a symbol of all that I’ve 
become, and of all that l'Il be.” 

Instead of arguing with him, or fighting, Dorothy regarded 
him curiously. “Tell me,” she said. “What do you have 
planned?” 

She sounded so obsequious and smarmy that | thought it 
had to be sarcasm, but when she dropped the leash by 
which she held Ozma and took a step back, | got it. The 
Wizard was working some serious magic, and Dorothy, who 
had always enjoyed enslaving people so much, was now at 
the other end of her own torture: from the glazed, vacant 
look on her face, it was clear that he had her under some 
kind of hypnotic spell. 

As Ozma stepped to his side, the Wizard looked around. 
“Just a moment,” he said. “There’s something else, isn’t 
there? Do | spy a witch lurking in the shadows?” he asked. 

He fluttered a hand in the air, and, feeling strangely 
compelled, | dropped my misdirection charm and moved 
forward, joining them. 

“Ah,” the Wizard said. “How lovely to see you, Miss 
Gumm! Tell me, what have | done here to deserve not one 
but two of my favorite people on a day like today?” 

“L...” | began to say. But | stopped. A certain kind of 
contentedness had come over me—not like my mind was 
being controlled, exactly, but more like | had been drugged, 
and nothing in the world could bother me now. “I don’t 
know,” | finally said. “You tell me, | guess?” 


“Yes,” the Wizard said. “I believe | shall.” 

He gestured to a place at his feet, and two small stools 
materialized, each one upholstered in green silk with a 
golden filigree. | took a seat, and Dorothy sat down next to 
me. It was unnerving seeing her behave so pliably. But, 
then, | was behaving the exact same way. 

The Wizard gazed at us with fatherly kindness. “Let’s 
discuss some things,” he said. 


TWENTY-SIX 


“Have you ever—either of you—looked at the American 
state of Kansas on a map?” the Wizard asked. 

Before either Dorothy or | could answer, or even nod a 
yes, he went on. “If you have, I’m sure you've noticed the 
Shape that it is. Dorothy? Amy?” he prompted us like a 
doubting schoolteacher. “What shape is Kansas?” 

Dorothy answered with confidence. “Oh, something like a 
round blob with a funny little hole shaped like a jolly fat 
woman cut right out the side of it,” she said. 

| looked at her like she was nuts. If it was anyone except 
her, | would have felt almost sorry for her to be humiliated 
like this. 

Not that | was in much better shape. | had no idea why the 
Wizard cared what shape Kansas was, or why | felt so 
strange, but it wasn’t exactly a hard question, if you were 
from there. And | knew the answer. 

“It’s a rectangle,” | said. “With a little missing chunk out of 
the top right-hand corner. | don’t know why.” That missing 
bit had always bothered me; it seemed to set everything a 
little off balance. 

The Wizard smiled dotingly. “Correct,” he said. “Amy gets 
a gold star. Dorothy wears the dunce cap for spinning foolish 
taradiddles.” 

“But... ,” Dorothy said, sounding like a kid in school who 
just can’t believe she’s spelled an easy word wrong in the 
last round of the spelling bee. “They must have changed it,” 
she muttered. 

The Wizard shook his head impatiently. | could see that he 
was getting to a point here—| just didn’t know what it was. 


“Now, girls, can you think of another place that’s shaped 
like a rectangle—wider than it is tall—with a little chunk cut 
out of the corner?” 

It struck me immediately. This time, Dorothy knew what 
he meant, too. We both answered at the same time. 

“Oz,” we both said. 

The Wizard gave a golf clap. 

“Ding ding ding. Oz is exactly the same shape—and, it just 
so happens—exactly the same size as the great state of 
Kansas. There’s only one small difference, which is that in 
Oz, that little chunk missing from the corner is in the west— 
right where the legendary valley of Oogaboo would be if it 
existed, which it doesn’t and never did.” 

| glanced at Dorothy, feeling a strange camaraderie with 
her. She looked as confused as | was. 

“Look, just forget Oogaboo for now—that’s a long and 
extremely boring story that | barely remember myself. It’s 
something to do with tariffs and Winkie bylaws, if memory 
serves. In any case, it’s not important. Here’s the important 
question: why do you suppose that Oz and Kansas are so 
similar, geographically speaking?” 

The answer came to me out of the blue. “Because they’re 
the same place,” | said. 

| hadn’t even really thought about it; it was just sort of 
there, something that seemed obvious and familiar, even if 
it was absurd. Sort of like the concept of pi, | guess. 

“Or something like that,” | hedged quickly, embarrassed 
at how stupid it sounded. 

But the Wizard was looking at me with something like 
respect. 

“Indeed, Miss Gumm. They are, in a way, the same place. 
Oz and Kansas occupy the exact same physical space, but 
on two separate vibrational planes. 

“You see, when the fairies created this fountain, and called 
forth the Old Magic that would be Oz’s lifeblood, they 


weren’t just pulling it from out of nowhere. They were 
pulling it from Kansas.” 

He gave me a meaningful look. “Explains why Kansas is so 
very dull, doesn’t it? The fact is, it used to be a place of 
power. Dark power. All this time, it’s been feeding Oz. Giving 
up all its magic so that this place could live. And yet, the 
balance has never been perfect. It’s always been a bit 
inefficient. I’m going to change that. I’m going to finally 
open up the door between here and there—merge them into 
one glorious place. And, of course, I’m going to put myself in 
charge.” 

| was trying to piece together everything he was saying, 
but | still felt too muddle-headed. 

The Wizard continued. “Now,” he said, “let’s have 
ourselves a little ritual. Well, not so little actually. You have 
no idea how complicated it was to arrange all this. Dorothy, 
may | have the items?” 

Dorothy didn’t resist—she unstrapped her satchel and 
handed it over to the Wizard, who opened it and glanced 
inside, nodding with approval when he saw what he was 
looking for. 

“Wonderful,” he said, first pulling out the heart. “I thought 
Amy here would be able to gather these for me, but when 
she became too much of a loose cannon, | decided that | 
needed some insurance. I’m glad | did. You did such a good 
job bringing me what | needed.” 

The heart was pulsing with a strange golden energy, and 
the Wizard held it out and placed it in front of him, at the 
level of his chest. Instead of falling to the ground when he 
took his hand away, it stayed planted in the air, vibrating. 

Next, he did the same with the Lion’s tail and the 
Scarecrow’s plush brains, which were glowing purple and 
blue, respectively. 

“I had no idea when | gave these silly things to your 
friends that | was unwittingly working in the service of the 
fairies,” he said. “Creating the key that would unlock O2z’s 


true potential. Now, Dorothy, | believe it’s time for you to do 
your part.” 

“Yes,” she said, zombie-like. She stood and took her place, 
standing next to the glowing objects. She suddenly looked 
uncomfortable, and the Wizard snapped his fingers in front 
of her face, freezing her like a statue where she stood. “Just 
in case she gets squirmy,” he said. “Are you ready, Amy?” 

| stood up from my seat, ready to obey him. But | wasn’t 
sure what he wanted. 

“Yellow, blue, and purple. What’s missing?” the Wizard 
asked. 

“Red,” | replied. “The color of the Quadlings.” 

“That’s right. And what’s red?” 

Then | understood. 

“Blood,” | said. It came out in a whisper. 

“Good girl. It’s your big moment. Isn’t this what you’ve 
been waiting for?” 

“L. , | started to say. But even in my blissful, 
hypnotized state, | knew this wasn’t how it was supposed to 
go. It didn’t feel right. 

The Wizard noted my hesitation. “You’ve always been so 
strong-willed,” he said. “It’s what makes you so special, and 
| respect that. But it’s your choice, Amy. This is what | 
promised could happen, if you brought me everything | 
needed. And you’ve succeeded—after a fashion, | suppose. 
So go ahead, take your prize. Everything’s in place, so fetch 
yourself a weapon.” 

My blade appeared in my hand of its own accord, and | 
held it out in front of me. 

“Just a moment,” the Wizard said. “Before you get carried 
away. Just one more piece of business. In order for me to 
draw upon the Old Magic that comes from Kansas and rule 
over Oz as its rightful king, l'II need a queen. A real queen.” 
He turned his attention to Ozma, took her hand, and kissed 
it in a way | guess was supposed to be gentlemanly. It made 
my skin crawl. 


“How would you like to reclaim your throne?” he asked 
her. “Would you like to be yourself again? Would you like to 
be my bride, and sit at my side as Oz’s fairy queen?” 

Ozma looked confused. But she was already beginning to 
change. A pair of huge, shimmering, golden butterfly wings 
—fairy wings—had unfolded from her back. Her green eyes 
were glowing, and her black hair was whipping wildly in 
every direction. She began to hover a few inches from the 
ground. 

“Ah, yes,” the Wizard mused, looking admiringly at her. 
“I’ve always wanted to see the true aspect of a fairy. Even in 
my past dealings with them, | knew that they were only 
revealing themselves in a form that masked their true 
selves. | can’t wait to see what you blossom into once the 
Old Magic is truly unleashed.” 

Ozma didn’t say anything. But she looked into the sky, 
where slowly and then quickly, a whirling, black vortex 
appeared. As it grew in size, | saw what it was: a tornado. A 
cyclone. Except that it was upside down and inside out, and 
we were on the other side of the funnel, as if looking down 
on it from above. 

The Wizard was staring at it almost lovingly. “Right on 
time,” he said. “It’s always so nice when things go as 
planned. Now, Amy, as someone who hails from the Other 
Place, from the very spot where the fountain draws from, 
and who has learned to channel its Old Magics with such 
ease, l'Il let you do the honors. It’s time for Dorothy to die.” 

| held my knife over my head, and felt power pouring into 
it from out of the funnel in the sky. 

| felt the Wizard’s spell in the back of my mind urging me 
on. | felt the darkness calling to me, too. Rise, the voices 
seemed to be saying. 

Dorothy stood there in front of me, her face frozen into a 
silly, shy smile, and | almost thought | could see the person 
She had been: the girl who had come to Oz, stopped the 
witches, and saved the kingdom. Not because she wanted 


power, but because of her innocence. Because she was 
good. 

| knew what would happen if | killed her. | would be 
accepting the mantle I’d been promised. Finally, | would be 
Wicked. Really Wicked. And there would be no going back. 

Rise, the voice hissed again. 

It was time. | drew my knife back to do it. To kill her. 

But just as | was about to bring it down, | heard Nox’s 
voice. “Don’t do it!” he screamed. “It’s a trick! He’s fooling 
you!” 

| soun around to see him pushing out from the hedges. 

“Do it!” the Wizard hissed. “Do it now.” 

Then Ozma began to scream, her gossamer wings 
flapping wildly, and Pete burst out of her chest. 

It wasn’t like the other times he had transformed. Ozma 
was still there, still wailing and clutching herself in agony. 
But Pete was here now, too. He tumbled across the 
cobblestones, jumped up, and grabbed the Wizard’s throat. 

The maelstrom above us swirled. The Wizard cried out— 
like that, his spell was broken. | blinked and dropped my 
knife. It clattered to the cobblestone ground. | wasn’t feeling 
so calm and contented anymore. | was feeling pretty 
terrified. 

Dorothy emerged from her trance. 

“Traitor,” she said. She flung a hand out, and, like she was 
pulling a marionnette string, Pete flew away from the 
Wizard. She wanted the Wizard to herself, and now, as she 
approached him, his face went white. “I should have done 
this long ago,” she said. “Now, let’s hear you scream.” 

She clapped her hands together, and the Wizard did 
scream. His body began to ripple and twitch as Dorothy’s 
spell moved through it, and then it was like something was 
eating him from the inside. “No!” he yelled. “Help me! Amy, 
help!” 

But there was nothing | could do. The spell was quick. In 
an explosion of blood, guts, and glitter, the Wizard was no 


more. 
The sky opened up. And Kansas rained down on us. 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


Have you ever looked at the American state of Kansas on a 
map? 

The answer, at least for me, was, of course, yes. 
Obviously. In fourth grade, we’d spent at least a month of 
social studies on what Mrs. Hooper called our “Kansas Unit.” 
During which, we’d had to memorize the Kansas state flower 
(the wild sunflower), the state bird (the western 
meadowlark), the state song (“Home on the Range”—that 
one was easy), and stupid trivia like where the name Kansas 
was derived from. (Either Native Americans or French 
people, or both; | forget). 

In addition to memorizing all that trivia, each one of us 
had to give an oral report on a famous Kansan in history. 

Until now, | had completely forgotten it, but in this 
moment the memory came back to me fully formed. 

| had wanted to do my famous Kansan report on Dorothy 
from The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. \'d had my heart set on it, 
in fact. But Madison Pendleton had gotten to school early 
and had called dibs on it before anyone else could even get 
a chance. 

Then, when I'd asked Mrs. Hooper if | could do Mary Ann 
from Gilligan’s Island instead, Mrs. Hooper had told me it 
wasn’t allowed, because Mary Ann Summers isn’t a real 
person. 

Dorothy Gale from The Wonderful Wizard of Oz isn’t a real 
person either, I’d said. 

But Mrs. Hooper loved Madison Pendleton. She loved her 
so much that she would sometimes let her sit next to her at 
lunch so that they could brush each other’s hair. 


Mrs. Hooper hated me. “Dorothy isn’t real, but she’s 
important. She’s one of our most famous Kansans,” she 
said. “Mary Ann from Gilligan’s Island is not important. In 
fact, Amy, | always thought Mary Ann was from Oklahoma. 
Are you sure you’re not thinking of the Howells?” 

| knew it wasn’t worth arguing, so | asked if | could do 
Amelia Earhart. If you thought about it, she seemed, at the 
time at least, to be a little bit like Dorothy, except real. But 
Mrs. Hooper gave that one to Candy Sinclair, her second 
favorite fourth grader after Madison Pendleton, and finally 
assigned me Bob Dole just to be mean. 

Kansas had never been particularly kind to me. 

And now | was back there. | was back home— if you could 
still call it that—and | had been brought there the way I'd 
left it: through a tornado. 

The only thing is, it didn’t feel much like Kansas anymore. 

And | wasn’t alone. 

The two of us stood there, together: me and Dorothy, right 
where we had both started. In Kansas. In the Dusty Acres 
trailer park, to be exact. Not that there was much left of it: | 
guess when the tornado had taken me to Oz, it had made 
quick work of this place. Now it was just an empty expanse 
of gray dust, with a sign: Dusty Acres, it read. /f You Lived 
Here, You’d Be Home Now. 

The only other thing that remained of the place I’d once 
lived was the concrete barbecue that no one ever used 
except for on the Fourth of July. Only now, it was blazing 
with fire, and a single dark figure was hunched over it. The 
figure was both clear and indistinct at the same time—solid, 
but blurry at the edges. Then the figure broke apart, and | 
saw that it wasn’t one but three: from out of the darkness, a 
trio of women emerged, each of them wearing a heavy 
cloak in a different color: red, gold, and blue. Another cloak, 
a purple one, was lying in the dirt next to them, without an 
owner. 

Witches. | recognized the one in red. It was Glamora. 


In the distance, | thought | heard another voice calling my 
name—a voice that seemed familiar, but that | couldn’t 
quite place. It was a boy. A man. It was someone important, 
someone who mattered to me, but I couldn’t remember why. 

“Rise, little witch,” Glamora said. “Take your place among 
us.” 

| stepped forward. 
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One 


They say you can’t go home again. I’m not entirely sure who 
said that, but it’s something they say. | know it because my 
aunt Em has it embroidered on a throw pillow in the sitting 
room. 

You can’t go home again. Well, even if they put it on a 
pillow, whoever said it was wrong. I’m proof alone that it’s 
not true. 

Because, you see, | left home. And | came back. Lickety- 
split, knock your heels together, and there you are. Oh, it 
wasn’t quite so simple, of course, but look at me now: I’m 
still here, same as before, and it’s just as if | was never gone 
in the first place. 

So every time | see that little pillow on Aunt Em’s good 
sofa, with its pretty pink piping around the edges and 
colorful bouquets of daisies and wildflowers stitched 
alongside those cheerful words (but are they even cheerful? 
| sometimes wonder), I’m halfway tempted to laugh. When | 
consider everything that’s happened! A certain sort of 
person might say that it’s ironic. 

Not that I’m that sort of person. This is Kansas, and we 
Kansans don’t put much truck in anything as foolish as 
irony. 

Things we do put truck in: 

Hard work. 

Practicality. 

Gumption. 

Crop yields and healthy livestock and mild winters. Things 
you can touch and feel and see with your own two eyes. 
Things that do you at least two licks of good. 


Because this is the prairie, and the prairie is no place for 
daydreaming. All that matters out here is what gets you 
through the winter. A Kansas winter will grind a dreamer 
right up and feed it to the pigs. 

As my uncle Henry always says: You can’t trade a 
boatload of wishes for a bucket of slop. (Maybe | should 
embroider that on a pillow for Aunt Em, too. | wonder if it 
would make her laugh.) 

| don’t know about wishes, but a bucket of slop was 
exactly what | had in my hand on the afternoon of my 
sixteenth birthday, a day in September with a chill already 
in the air, as | made my way across the field, away from the 
shed and the farmhouse toward the pigpen. 

It was feeding time, and the pigs knew it. Even from fifty 
feet away, | could already hear them—Jeannie and Ezekiel 
and Bertha—squealing and snorting in anticipation of their 
next meal. 

“Well, really!” | said to myself. “Who in the world could get 
so excited about a bit of slop!?” 

As | said it, my old friend Miss Millicent poked her little red 
face out from a gap of wire in the chicken coop and 
squawked in greeting. “And hello to you, too, Miss Millicent,” 
| said cheerily. “Don’t you worry. You'll be getting your own 
food soon enough.” 

But Miss Millicent was looking for companionship, not 
food, and she squeezed herself out of her coop and began 
to follow on my heels as | kept on my way. | had been 
ignoring her lately, and the old red hen was starting to be 
cross about it, a feeling she expressed today by squawking 
loudly and shadowing my every step, fluttering her wings 
and fussing underfoot. 

She meant well enough, surely, but when | felt her hard 
beak nipping at my ankle, | finally snapped at her. “Miss 
Millie! You get out of here. | have chores to do! We'll have a 
nice, long heart-to-heart later, | promise.” 


The chicken clucked reproachfully and darted ahead, 
stopping in her tracks just in the spot where | was about to 
set my foot down. It was like she wanted me to know that | 
couldn’t get away from her that easily—that | was going to 
pay her some mind whether | liked it or not. 

Sometimes that chicken could be impossible. And without 
even really meaning to, | kicked at her. “Shoo!” 

Miss Millie jumped aside just before my foot connected, 
and | felt myself lose my balance as | missed her, stumbling 
backward with a yelp and landing on my rear end in the 
grass. 

| looked down at myself in horror and saw my dress 
covered in pig slop. My knee was scraped, | had dirt all over 
my hands, and my slop bucket was upturned at my side. 

“Millie!” | screeched. “See what you’ve done? You’ve 
ruined everything!” | swatted at her again, this time even 
more angrily than when I'd kicked her, but she just stepped 
nimbly aside and stood there, looking at me like she just 
didn’t know what to do with me anymore. 

“Oh dear,” | said, sighing. “I didn’t mean to yell at you. 
Come here, you silly hen.” 

Millie bobbled her head up and down like she was 
considering the proposition before she hopped right into my 
lap, where she burrowed in and clucked softly as | ruffled 
her feathers. This was all she had wanted in the first place. 
To be my friend. 

It used to be that it was all | wanted, too. It used to be 
that Miss Millicent and even Jeannie the pig were some of 
my favorite people in the world. Back then, | didn’t care a 
bit that a pig and a chicken hardly qualified as people at all. 

They were there for me when | was sad, or when 
something was funny, or when | just needed company, and 
that was what mattered. Even though Millie couldn’t talk, it 
always felt like she understood everything | said. Sometimes 
it even almost seemed like she was talking to me, giving me 
her sensible, no-nonsense advice in a raspy cackle. “Don’t 


you worry, dearie,” she’d say. “There’s no problem in this 
whole world that can’t be fixed with a little spit and elbow 
grease.” 

But lately, things hadn’t been quite the same between me 
and my chicken. Lately, | had found myself becoming more 
impatient with her infuriating cackling, with the way she was 
always pecking and worrying after me. 

“I’m sorry, Miss Millicent,” | said. “I know | haven’t been 
myself lately. | promise l'II be back to normal soon.” 

She fluffed her wings and puffed her chest out, and | 
looked around: at the dusty, gray-green fields merging on 
the horizon with the almost-matching gray-blue sky, and all 
of it stretching out so far into nothing that it seemed like it 
would be possible to travel and travel and travel—just set 
off in a straight line heading east or west, north or south, it 
didn’t matter—and never get anywhere at all. 

“Sometimes | wonder if this is what the rest of life’s going 
to be like,” | said. “Gray fields and gray skies and buckets of 
Slop. The world’s a big place, Miss Millicent—just look at that 
sky. So why does it feel so small from where we’re sitting? 
I'll tell you one thing. If | ever get the chance to go 
somewhere else again, I’m going to stay there.” 

| felt a bit ashamed of myself. | knew how I sounded. 

“Get yourself together and stop moping, Little Miss 
Fancy,” | responded to myself, now in my raspy, stern, Miss 
Millicent voice, imagining that the words were coming out of 
her mouth instead of my own. “A prairie girl doesn’t worry 
her pretty little head about places she’ll never go and things 
she'll never see. A prairie girl worries about the here and 
now.” 

This is what a place like this does to you. It makes you put 
words in the beaks of chickens. 

| sighed and shrugged anyway. Miss Millie didn’t know 
there was anything else out there. She just knew her coop, 
her feed, and me. 


These days, | envied her for that. Because | was a girl, not 
a chicken, and | knew what was out there. 

Past the prairie, where | sat with my old chicken in my lap, 
there were oceans and more oceans. Beyond those were 
deserts and pyramids and jungles and mountains and 
glittering palaces. | had heard about all those places and all 
those things from newsreels and newspapers. 

And even if | was the only one who knew it, I’d seen with 
my own eyes that there were more directions to move in 
than just north and south and east and west, places more 
incredible than Paris and Los Angeles, more exotic than 
Kathmandu and Shanghai, even. There were whole worlds 
out there that weren’t on any map, and things that you 
would never believe. 

| didn’t need to believe. | knew. | just sometimes wished | 
didn’t. 

| thought of Jeannie and Ezekiel and Bertha, all of them in 
their pen beside themselves in excitement for the same slop 
they’d had yesterday and would have again tomorrow. The 
Slop I’d have to refill into the bucket and haul back out to 
them. 

“It must be nice not to know any better,” | said to Miss 
Millicent. 

In the end, a chicken is a good thing to hold in your lap for 
a few minutes. It’s a good thing to pretend to talk to when 
there’s no one else around. But in the end, if you want the 
honest-to-goodness truth, it’s possible that a chicken 
doesn’t make the greatest friend. 

Setting Miss Millicent aside, | dusted myself off and 
headed back toward the farmhouse to clean myself up, 
change my dress, and get myself ready for my big party. 
Bertha and Jeannie and Ezekiel would have to wait until 
tomorrow for their slop. 

It wasn’t like me to let them go hungry. At least, it wasn’t 
like the old me. 


But the old me was getting older by the second. It had 
been two years since the tornado. Two years since I’d gone 
away. Since | had met Glinda the Good Witch, and the Lion, 
the Tin Woodman, and the Scarecrow. Since | had traveled 
the Road of Yellow Brick and defeated the Wicked Witch of 
the West. In Oz, | had been a hero. | could have stayed. But | 
hadn’t. Aunt Em and Uncle Henry were in Kansas. Home was 
in Kansas. It had been my decision and mine alone. 

Well, | had made my choice, and like any good Kansas girl, 
| would live with it. | would pick up my chin, put on a smile, 
and be on my way. 

The animals could just go hungry for now. It was my 
birthday, after all. 


Two 


“Happy Swoot Sixtoon,” the cake said, the letters spelled 
out in smudged icing. | beamed up at my aunt Em with my 
brightest smile. 

“It’s beautiful,” | said. l’d already changed into my party 
dress—which wasn’t that much different from the dress I’d 
just gotten all dirty in the field—and had cleaned myself up 
as best as | could, scrubbing the dirt from my hands and the 
blood from my knee until you could hardly tell I’d fallen. 

Uncle Henry hovered off to the side, looking as proud and 
hopeful as if he’d baked it himself. He’d certainly helped, 
gathering the ingredients from around the farm: coaxing the 
eggs from Miss Millicent (who never seemed in the mood to 
lay any), milking the cow, and making sure Aunt Em had 
everything she needed. 

“Sometimes | wonder if | didn’t marry a master chef!” 
Henry said, putting his arm around her waist. 

Even Toto was excited. He was hopping around on the 
floor yipping at us eagerly. 

“You really like it?” Aunt Em asked, a note of doubt in her 
voice. “I know the writing isn’t perfect, but penmanship has 
never been my strong suit.” 

“It’s wonderful!” | exclaimed, pushing down the tiny 
feeling of disappointment that was bubbling in my chest. A 
little white lie never hurt anyone, and | didn’t doubt the cake 
would be delicious. Aunt Em’s food might not usually come 
out looking fancy, but it always tastes better than anything 
else. 

Oh, | know that it’s how a cake tastes that matters. | know 
there’s no point in concerning yourself with what it looks like 


on the outside when you'll be eating it in just a few minutes. 

But as it sat lopsided on the table with its brown icing and 
the words “Happy Sweet Sixteen” written out so the e’s 
looked more like blobby o’s, | found myself wishing for 
something more. 

| just couldn’t let Aunt Em know that. | couldn’t let her 
have even the smallest hint that anything was wrong. So | 
wrapped her up in a hug to let her know that it didn’t 
matter: that even if the cake wasn’t perfect, it was good 
enough for me. But then something else occurred to me. 

“Are you sure it’s big enough?” | asked. “A lot of people 
are coming.” | had invited everyone from school, not that 
that was so many people, and everyone from all the 
neighboring farms, plus the store owners at every shop I'd 
been to on my last trip into town. I’d invited my best friend, 
Mitzi Blair, and even awful Suzanna Hellman and her best 
friend, Marian Stiles, not to mention a reporter from the 
Carrier who had taken a special interest in my life since the 
tornado. Plus, Suzanna would be dragging her horrible little 
sister, Jill, along. 

Aunt Em glanced down nervously. “There was going to be 
another layer, dear, but we were running low on eggs... ,” 
she said, trailing off, her weathered face suddenly rosy with 
embarrassment. 

Uncle Henry came quickly to the rescue. “I just won’t have 
a second helping,” he said, rubbing his belly, which is not 
small. “It wouldn’t hurt me to skip a first helping, come to 
think of it.” 

My aunt swatted his arm and chuckled, her worry 
momentarily gone. All those years of hard Kansas life had 
taken their toll on her, but when she was around my uncle, 
her eyes still lit up; when he made a joke, she still laughed a 
laugh that sounded like it belonged to a girl my age. “You'd 
eat the whole thing if | let you!” He swiped a bit of frosting 
with his finger and grinned. 


Seeing them together like that, happy and playful and still 
as much in love as they’d ever been, | felt a swell of 
affection for them, followed immediately by sadness. | knew 
that, once upon a time, they had been as young as | was. 
Aunt Em had wanted to travel the world; Uncle Henry had 
wanted to set off to California and strike gold. They just 
hadn’t had the chance to do any of those things. 

Instead, they had stayed here, and when | asked them 
about those days now, they waved away my questions like 
they were ashamed to admit that they’d ever had dreams at 
all. To them, our farm was all there was. 

Will | be like them, someday? | wondered. Happy with 
crooked cakes and gray skies and cleaning out the pig 
trough? 

“I’m going to go hang the lanterns outside,” Henry said, 
walking to the door and reaching for his toolbox. “People 
expect this place to look nice. After all, they helped build it.” 

“Only after you got it started,” Aunt Em reminded him. 

After the tornado had swept our house away—with me in 
it—everyone had figured | was dead. Aunt Em and Uncle 
Henry had been heartbroken. They’d even started planning 
my memorial service. 

Imagine that! My funeral! Well, sometimes | did imagine it. 
| imagined my teachers from school all standing up one by 
one to say what a wonderful student | was, that there was 
something truly special about me. 

| imagined Aunt Em all in black, weeping silently into her 
handkerchief and Uncle Henry the very picture of stoic grief, 
only a single tear rolling down his stony face as he helped 
lower my coffin into an open grave. Yes, | know that without 
a body there could be no coffin, but this was a fantasy. And 
it was at that moment in my fantasy that Aunt Em would 
bolt up, wailing, and would race forward to fling herself in 
after my corpse, stopped only at the last minute by Tom 
Furnish and Benjamin Slocombe, two handsome farmhands 
from the Shiffletts’ farm. Tom and Benjamin would be crying, 


too, because of course, they both harbored a secret 
admiration for me. 

Well, if one’s going to daydream, one might just as well 
make it a good one, don’t you suppose? 

Of course, | know it’s vain, and petty, and downright 
spoiled of me to do such a thing as daydream about my own 
funeral. | know it’s downright wicked to take even the 
slightest pleasure in imagining the misery of others, 
especially my poor aunt and uncle, who have so little 
happiness in their lives as it is. 

| try not to be vain and petty and spoiled. | certainly try 
not to be wicked (after my experiences with Wickedness). 
But we all have our bad points, don’t we? | might as well 
admit that those happen to be mine, and | can only hope to 
make up for them with the good ones. 

There was no funeral anyway, so no harm was done. Just 
the opposite, in fact! When | showed up again a few days 
after the cyclone—without so much as a scratch on me, 
sitting by the chicken coop, which had somehow remained 
undisturbed through everything—people had assumed that 
my survival was some kind of miracle. 

They were wrong. Miracles are not the same as magic. 

But whether you want to call it a miracle or something 
else, every paper from Wichita to Topeka put me on the 
front page. They threw a parade for me that year, and a few 
months later | was asked to be the head judge at the annual 
blueberry pie contest at the Kansas State Fair. Best of all, 
because | came back from my adventures minus one house, 
everyone in town pitched in to build us a new one. 

That was how we got this new house, to replace the old 
one that was still back in you-kKnow-where. It was quite a 
spectacle to behold: it was bigger than any other for miles 
around, with a second story and a separate bedroom just for 
me, and even an indoor commode and a jaunty coat of blue 
paint, though that was just as gray as everything else in 
Kansas soon enough. 


Henry and Em didn’t seem particularly happy about any of 
it. They were humbled, naturally, that our neighbors had 
done all this for us, especially seeing as how they had all 
suffered their losses in the cyclone, some of them bigger 
than ours. Of course we were grateful. 

But when the neighbors had done their work and gone 
home, my aunt and uncle had examined all the unfamiliar 
extravagances and had concluded that the old house had 
suited them just fine. 

“An indoor commode!” Aunt Em exclaimed. “It just doesn’t 
seem decent!” 

How silly they were being. Grumbling about the gift that 
had been so kindly given to us. 

On the other hand, | had to admit that even / felt that the 
new house left a few things to be desired. Nothing could 
compare to what | had seen while | had been gone. How do 
you go back to a two-bedroom farmhouse in Kansas when 
you've been in a palace made of emeralds? 

Once you’ve seen castles and Munchkins and roads of 
yellow brick, once you’ve faced down monsters and witches 
and come face-to-face with true magic, well then, no matter 
how much you might have missed it while you were gone, 
the prairie can seem somewhat dull and—truly—downright 
dreary. 

All | wanted to do upon my return was tell my aunt and 
uncle everything about what I’d seen. The whole time I'd 
been in Oz, I’d imagined Aunt Em’s amazed face when | told 
her about the fields of giant poppies that put you right to 
sleep, and I’d thought about how Uncle Henry would sputter 
and spit his coffee back into his cup when he heard about 
the town where all the people were made of china. 

They hadn’t given me quite the reaction I’d been hoping 
for. In fact, they’d hardly reacted at all. Instead, they’d just 
exchanged a worried glance and told me that it must have 
been some fanciful dream I’d had when I hit my head during 


the cyclone. They warned me not to repeat the story, and to 
get some rest. They said nobody liked a tale-teller. 

Never mind that a bump on the head didn’t explain where 
the house was now, or why no one had ever found it. And it 
didn’t explain how I’d gotten home. When | told them about 
the magical Silver Shoes that had carried me back across 
the Deadly Desert, they seemed even less convinced than 
ever. After all, the shoes had slipped from my feet 
somewhere along the way. 

| can see why some people might have thought | was 
crazy, or a liar, or had made the whole thing up. Around 
here, they don’t believe in anything they can’t see with their 
own two eyes. 

Aunt Em and | brought the cake into the living room and 
set it on the table by the modest spread of food she’d 
already laid out. As | looked at the room, all spruced up and 
decorated with a careful, loving hand, | reminded myself of 
how much they were doing. 

The birthday party had been my aunt and uncle’s idea— 
I'd overheard them talking just a few weeks ago about how 
blue they thought I’d seemed lately, and how a big birthday 
party might be just the thing to cheer me up. 

I'd asked them not to do it, of course. | knew we didn’t 
really have the money to spare. 

Even so, | must admit that | was secretly pleased when 
they insisted on doing it anyway. As my “wild ride”—as so 
many people called it—had begun to recede further into 
memory, | was growing eager for something to break the 
monotony of the farm and school and then the farm again. 

“Dorothy, what is your scrapbook doing out?” Aunt Em 
asked, noticing the book with all my newspaper clippings 
sitting on the table next to the buffet. “Your guests will be 
here any moment.” 

| quickly picked the book up and moved it aside so that it 
didn’t fall victim to any smudges of icing or stray crumbs. 
“Oh,” | said. “I thought someone might like to look through it 


at the party. A lot of people who are coming were quoted in 
the articles about me, after all. It might be fun for them to 
see their names in print.” 

Aunt Em didn’t appear to think that was a very good idea, 
but she didn’t try to dissuade me. She just shook her head 
and started humming one of her old songs again as she 
scurried around, busying herself with last-minute tasks. 

| sat down and began to flip through the pages of my 
scrapbook myself. Toto hopped up into my lap and read 
along with me. At least | had him. He knew it was all real. 
He’d been there, too. | wondered if he missed it the same 
way | did. 

THE GIRL WHO RODE THE CYCLONE. 

That headline, from the Star, was my favorite. | liked the 
way it made me seem powerful, as if l’d been in control 
rather than just some little kid swept up by forces of nature. 

In Oz, | hadn’t been just some little kid either. I'd been a 
hero. | had killed two witches and freed their subjects from 
tyranny; I’d exposed the humbug Wizard and restored order 
to the kingdom by helping my friend the Scarecrow, the 
Smartest creature I’ve ever met, claim the throne. 

If only those things were in my scrapbook! 

Here, | knew that | would never, ever make as much of 
myself as | did in my short time in Oz. It just wasn’t possible. 
Here, it wasn’t even considered proper to think about such 
things. 

And yet | had wanted to come back here. All those brave 
things Il’d done: | wasn’t trying to be a hero. | was just trying 
to get home. 

It would have been too cruel to leave Uncle Henry and 
Aunt Em all alone here, thinking that | was dead. It wasn’t 
all to spare their grief either. | would have missed them 
terribly if | had stayed. All the magic in the world—all the 
palaces and beautiful gowns and fields full of magical 
flowers—all the friends l'’d found—could never have 
replaced the people who had taken me and raised me as 


their own after my parents had died. | would never have 
been able to be happy with them here and me there. 

But sometimes | still wondered. Could there have been 
another way? Was this really home at all? 

“Oh, Toto,” | said, closing the cover of the scrapbook 
harder than | intended to and tossing it aside onto the 
couch, where it landed just next to Aunt Em’s embroidered 
throw pillow. Maybe the words on that pillow were more 
right than | knew. Maybe you couldn’t go home again. 

Either way, it would have been a nice consolation if I’d 
gotten to keep those shoes. 


Three 


“Here,” Mitzi Blair said, thrusting a small gift into my arms 
as soon as | opened the front door and found her standing 
on the stoop. “Happy birthday. Is Suzanna here yet?” 

| eyed Mitzi uncertainly and she gave me the same look 
right back, but with a hint of a question, like Well? 

| don’t know what had come over me. Mitzi was my best 
friend and here | was treating her like a stranger at my 
birthday party. Luckily, | caught myself in my momentary 
rudeness, smiled brightly, and ushered her inside. 

“Thank you!” | exclaimed, placing her present on the little 
table that Aunt Em had set aside for that purpose. “Suzanna 
and Jill are by the—” 

| didn’t get a chance to finish my sentence. “My mom says 
happy birthday, too,” Mitzi said over her shoulder, already 
making a beeline for the corner, where snobby Suzanna 
Hellman was slumped against the wall, looking straight out 
of a magazine ad in her brand-new dress with a fashionable 
wide collar and a bright pink sash while her sister, Jill, 
helped herself to Aunt Em’s signature potato puff balls from 
the snack table. 

“Thank goodness you’re here,” Suzanna said, her face 
cheering in relief when she saw Mitzi approaching. “Il was 
beginning to wonder if Jill and | would be the only people 
under a hundred. Not counting Dorothy, of course.” 

| giggled at the barb—probably more enthusiastically than 
| should have—and tried to pretend that it wasn’t at my 
expense. 

It would have been easier to let it roll right off me if 
Suzanna didn’t seem so right. The sparse crowd milling 


around the living room was almost entirely made up of 
Uncle Henry’s friends from neighboring farms, and none of 
whom were a day under forty, if that. | had been hoping for 
a few of the handsome farmhands, at least, but | guess 
they’d all been left behind to keep an eye on the livestock. 

“So, Dorothy,” Suzanna said, turning her gimlet-eyed gaze 
in my direction. “Been in any good parades lately?” 

This time, there was no sense in pretending she wasn’t 
poking fun at me. Suzanna couldn’t bear to see anyone else 
getting more attention than her, and was always acting like 
the one little parade they’d thrown for me after I’d survived 
the tornado made me some sort of spotlight-hogging 
monster. It had been years ago, but she would never let me 
forget it. 

Frankly, | hadn’t wanted snobby, mean-spirited Suzanna 
Hellman at my party in the first place, but Mitzi had insisted 
that there was no point in throwing a party if you weren’t 
going to invite the richest girl at school—the only rich girl at 
school, actually—and so I’d relented. 

Now | looked over at my friend, expecting to see her 
indignant, but she just averted her eyes to the floor, her 
face flushing. If | hadn’t known better, | almost would have 
thought she was stifling a laugh. 

Fine. | might as well admit it. When I say that Mitzi Blair is 
my best friend, what | mean to say is that she used to be 
my best friend. For most of my life, the two of us had been 
inseparable, but that had all changed after I’d ridden the 
cyclone. 

Mitzi was the only one—other than my aunt and uncle— 
who I'd told the truth about my adventures in Oz after I'd 
come back. It hadn’t gone well. Instead of marveling at 
everything I’d been through, Mitzi had called me a liar and a 
show-off. 

We’d made up a few weeks later, but that didn’t mean 
things had gone back to normal. These days she was 
spending more and more time hanging around with awful 


Suzanna Hellman, not to mention with Marian Stiles and 
Marjory Mumford. As for me—I was spending more and more 
time by myself. 

Oh, | didn’t care. This was my birthday, and Aunt Em had 
put so much effort into it, not to mention money that we 
couldn’t well afford, with the farm doing the way it was. If 
she and Uncle Henry were kind enough to throw me a party 
then | was going to enjoy it whether Suzanna Hellman 
wanted me to or not. 

If only there were a few more people to talk to. 

Of course, Uncle Henry had already warned me that not 
everyone l’d invited would be able to make it. It was 
harvesting season, after all, the busiest time for anyone on 
a farm, and anyway, most of my classmates lived too far 
away to easily make the trip all the way out here. Still, | had 
been hoping that a few more girls my own age would be 
able to make it. 

So, even though I’m not exactly their biggest fan, | 
breathed a sigh of relief when Marian Stiles and Marjory 
Mumford walked through the door. | was happily greeting 
them when Mitzi tapped my shoulder. Suzanna’s little sister 
was at her side, hopping impatiently from one foot to 
another. 

“Excuse me, Dorothy?” Jill asked innocently. “When do you 
Suppose the cake will be?” 

“After the presents, | think,” | replied. “It’s one of Aunt 
Em’s best.” 

“Well, when are presents, then? Mother said we had to 
Stay till the cake.” 

Suzanna snorted back a laugh and shhh-ed her. 

| sighed. The truth is, | had been planning on waiting for 
the reporter from the Carrier to arrive before opening the 
presents. He’d told me that my Sweet Sixteen would make 
the perfect story for the Sunday edition. People were still 
interested in my doings, even if they weren’t throwing me 
any more parades. 


But the reporter was nowhere to be seen and people were 
starting to seem bored. Maybe one gift wouldn’t hurt. It 
would make it feel more like a party. Plus—I had a feeling | 
knew exactly what my gift from Aunt Em would be. “I guess 
| could do a little preview,” | said. 

“Aunt Em,” | said, wandering over to where she was sitting 
alone on the couch. (Aunt Em has never had Uncle Henry’s 
gift for chatter.) “I think | should open your present. So 
everyone can see it.” 

“Of course, dear—if you say so. But. . . don’t you think 
you should open some of the others first, though?” 

“I'll get to them,” | said. “I just can’t wait for yours.” 

“Okay, dear. l'Il ask Henry to bring it down.” My aunt set 
her tea down and went to fetch Henry. 

ld been dropping hints for weeks that | wanted a new 
dress more than anything, and from the way my aunt’s 
eyebrows had shot up into an arch every time | mentioned 
it, | had a feeling I’d be getting my wish. | didn’t know how 
she was going to manage it—they’d already spent more 
money than they could really afford on the party itself—but 
if anyone could pull it off, it was Aunt Em. 

Suzanna Hellman wouldn’t be so smug once she saw me 
descending the stairs in a dress that was sure to put hers to 
shame. The more | thought about it, the more it seemed like 
just the thing to turn the party around. 


A few minutes later, Toto was wagging his tail excitedly and 
racing around the room as Uncle Henry came out of the 
kitchen carrying a large, floppy package wrapped in tissue 
paper. There was no box and the paper was crinkled and 
creased in all the wrong places, but | didn’t mind. 

It’s what’s on the inside that counts. And it certainly 
looked like what was on the inside was exactly what | 
thought it was. 

Henry placed the present with the rest of the gifts, and 
everyone began to gather around. | picked it up and held it 


to my chest, and as | did, my eyes met Aunt Em’s. She 
looked away with an expression that almost seemed 
worried. 

“Well?” Suzanna urged me. “Are you going to open it or 
not?” 

| peeled away the wrapping as Suzanna leaned in close, 
eager to get a good look. | heard her stifle a snort as heavy 
twill fabric came into view. My heart stopped. 

The rest of the paper crumpled to the floor and the dress 
swung loose. 

It was long and brownish green. Not sparkling green, or 
forest green or even blue green like the ocean. It certainly 
wasn’t Emerald City green. No. It was green like .. . well, it 
was green like Aunt Em’s old dress. 

That’s because it was Aunt Em’s old dress. She'd tailored 
it to my size, fixed it up to make it look new by cinching the 
waist, giving it a fuller skirt, and adding poufy ruffles to the 
shoulders. 

There was no getting around it. The dress was hideous. 

The whole room knew it. Even Mr. Shifflett from the next 
farm over had a look of shocked horror on his face, and I'd 
never seen him wear anything fancier than a pair of clean 
coveralls. 

My cheeks burned in embarrassment. The only sound in 
the room was coming from Suzanna, who was fighting to 
conceal outright laughter. 

Toto snarled loudly at her, ever faithful, but that only 
made her suppressed giggles louder. 

The worst, though, was the look on Aunt Em’s face—a 
crushed mixture of hopefulness and humiliation that broke 
my heart. 

She had tried—there was no question about that. Just like 
she'd tried with the cake. But | could see what she had 
done: the color of the dress was faded and the edges of the 
fabric were worn. The red embroidery on the sleeves looked 


out of place, and | knew it was there to hide the tear from 
when she’d caught it on the chicken coop. 

Suzanna gave up all attempts to cover her snickering once 
the dress was fully unfurled. “Oh, how nice,” she said. “It’ll 
be sure to keep you warm when you're working out in the 
fields. And you won’t need to worry about getting it dirty!” 
At that, her sister burst out laughing and buried her face in 
her hands. 

If I'd had a bucket of dirty water to throw in Suzanna’s 
face, | would have. If | had, I’m curious whether Suzanna, 
like many a witch before her, would have melted right 
before the eyes of me and all my guests. | for one would not 
have been astonished. It wouldn’t have been anything | 
hadn’t seen before. 

But | was empty-handed, and | knew the only way to stave 
off the angry, hot tears that were prickling at the corners of 
my eyes was to maintain my dignity. “My, what a dress!” | 
exclaimed jubilantly to no one in particular, least of all 
Suzanna. 

“You have to try it on,” she singsonged mockingly. “Go 
ahead. Show it off.” 

At that, Marian Stiles began to giggle into her hands, too, 
and then Marjory Mumford. When Mitzi began laughing 
along with them—like the Benedict Arnold that she was—l 
realized the sad, final truth: | had no friends. 

None of these people belonged at my birthday party. The 
people who belonged here were the ones who really cared 
about me: the Scarecrow and the Tin Woodman and the Lion 
and Glinda and all the other people I’d met in Oz. They were 
my true friends. 

“Well,” Suzanna prodded me again. “When's the fashion 
show?” 

| had had more than enough. | was Dorothy Gale. | was 
The Girl Who Rode the Cyclone. Not to mention the girl who 
went to Oz, and defeated two rea/ witches on my own pluck 
alone. She was nothing compared to them. 


And now | was angry. It was one thing to be cruel to me. | 
could take it. But | didn’t understand why anyone would 
want to hurt my aunt. 

“I don’t think you know who you’re talking to,” | said to 
Suzanna with every ounce of imperiousness | could muster. 
Which happened to be quite a lot. 

Suzanna just hooted, and Marian looked as if she was 
about to burst. 

“Oh, | know,” Suzanna managed to reply through her 
giggles. “You’re the Fairy Princess Dorothy. | wonder, 
though: why aren’t your fairy friends here? Is it because you 
made them all up? It’s too bad—a straw man and a big tiger 
at your birthday would probably fetch you another 
newspaper article for your precious scrapbook, now 
wouldn’t they?” 

| turned on Mitzi, whose face, redder than Glinda’s ruby 
castle, betrayed her guilt. She had told them. 

That was enough. Without another look at anyone, | 
whirled on my heels. 

“Never mind. l'Il go try it on right now.” 

It was the last thing in the world that | wanted to do. But 
what other choice did | have? Give in to them? Let them get 
the best of me? | wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. 

When | reached the stairs, though, each step seemed 
more hopeless and daunting than the last as | made my way 
to my bedroom, the awful gown draped heavily over my arm 
and Toto following right behind me. 

In my room, | stood in front of the mirror and held the 
dress up to my chest. 

It was a perfectly respectable dress. It really was. | could 
see how Aunt Em would have been pleased at her ingenious 
scheme to refurbish it, could see her happily sewing and 
cutting, congratulating herself for her thriftiness and 
creativity and pioneer spirit. 

That was when all my anger and resolve fell away, leaving 
only a sense of sad, empty hopelessness. 


Because of course it didn’t matter at all. Even the finest 
dress money could buy—a dress befitting Her Majesty 
Suzanna Hellman herself!—wouldn’t have been the dress I'd 
been dreaming of. 

The dress I’d been dreaming of would have been magical. 
It would have come from Oz. 

“I know you’re disappointed,” Aunt Em’s soft voice said 
from the doorway. “I’m sorry those girls were mean to you. | 
surely don’t know what’s come over Mitzi Blair. But we did 
tell you not to share your tales... .” 

| looked up at her. 

This was the moral of the story, to her? This was my fault, 
for telling my friend the truth about what had happened to 
me? 

“They're not tales,” | snapped. “And I’m not disappointed. 
| just...” 

| trailed off. | didn’t Know how to end the sentence without 
hurting her feelings more. 

“You know that things have been tough,” Aunt Em said. 
“We just have to get through this rough patch. | promise, 
there will be a new dress someday soon. A dress and a 
bigger cake, and—” 

“How?” | asked before | could stop myself. “How will we 
get any of those things? What’s going to be different about 
tomorrow or the next day? Every day is the same!” 

Aunt Em’s face fell even further than it already had, 
further than even seemed possible. 

“Our luck will turn,” she said. “Maybe next year will be a 
good crop, and we'll be able to go into town and buy you 
whatever dress you want.” 

It all came rushing out. “It’s not about a dress or a cake, 
Aunt Em. It’s about this whole place. Nothing ever changes 
around here, and everyone likes it just the way it is. But I’m 
sixteen now, and | can’t imagine spending the rest of my life 
here. Doing the same thing every single day, never wanting 
more.” 


| was starting to cry now. “I just wish you could see what 
it’s like,” | said. “Then you’d understand, and Uncle Henry 
would, too. There’s magic out there in the world, Aunt Em. 
There’re things so wonderful that you could spend your 
whole life trying to think them up and you’d never come 
close.” 

The tears in Aunt Em’s eyes evaporated in an instant. Her 
gaze went steely. It’s a trick my aunt has. She’s not as much 
of a pushover as she first appears. | had to get it from 
somewhere, didn’t I? 

“Dorothy Gale,” she said. “You are indeed sixteen now, 
and it’s time you put your tall tales aside. There is no such 
thing as magic.” 

There was just no arguing with her like this. “I’m not 
feeling well,” | said, turning away from her. “Could you give 
my apologies to my guests? | need to lie down.” 

She just shook her head in frustration as she closed the 
door behind her. 

| didn’t need to say anything to Toto as | pulled him up 
into my arms and collapsed into bed. He understood. His 
big, wet eyes said as much. They said he missed it as much 
as | did. 

As angry as | was—at Mitzi and Marian and Suzanna and 
even at Aunt Em and Uncle Henry—I knew that Aunt Em was 
right about one thing. 

It didn’t matter that it had been real. | was never going 
back there. 

Kansas may not have felt like home anymore, but it was 
where | lived, and it was where | was going to live. | knew | 
had to put everything else in the past where it belonged. 

| knew all those things, and yet there was a part of me 
that couldn’t let go. 

“There’s no place like Oz,” | mumbled, pulling Toto even 
closer to my chest. | barely knew | was saying it. | might 
have already been asleep. 


Four 


When | woke up, the sky outside my window was black. | 
didn’t know how long I'd slept for or what time it was, and 
Toto was licking my face. 

“Oh, Toto,” | said sleepily. “I was having the nicest dream 
—let me go back to sleep.” 

My dog wasn't listening. He was spinning in circles on the 
old quilt that Aunt Em had made for me right after I’d come 
to live with her and Uncle Henry after my parents died, 
when I was just a baby. 

He was trying to get my attention. 

“What is it?” | sat up sluggishly and dropped my legs to 
the floor as Toto jumped down in excitement and scampered 
under the bed. When he came back out a few seconds later, 
he was huffing and puffing and dragging something in his 
mouth. It was a box. 

It was wrapped in glittering, red paper that looked thick 
and expensive, with every corner perfectly creased. The 
package was tied with a bright green bow. “What in the 
world?” | gasped. 

| took the box from him and carefully ripped through the 
paper to the box beneath. It was pink, the color of a perfect 
sunset. 

Where had it come from? Was Uncle Henry trying to cheer 
me up? Had he snuck in here and hidden the box under my 
bed while I’d been asleep? 

No. | knew instinctively that this was something else. The 
Shade of pink looked so familiar. But there was no way... 
was there? 

Or maybe there was. 


| pulled the lid off and found myself looking at a pair of 
shoes. That was when | was certain. 

Because they weren’t just any shoes. They were the most 
beautiful shoes I’d ever seen. They were red to match the 
wrapping paper and had sharp, pointy heels—the highest I’d 
ever seen, high enough that they would scandalize all of 
Kansas if | ever tried wearing them out of my bedroom. 

They were lacquered and shinier than the glossiest patent 
leather, glowing with a warm radiance that seemed to come 
from within. No—not from within. It seemed to come from 
somewhere else. From another world. 

| knew in my heart that that was exact/y where it came 
from. 

| reached down and ran my fingers over the heels. The 
shoes were smooth and strangely warm to the touch. These 
were the heels of a young woman who had never set foot 
inside a chicken coop. These were shoes fit for a princess. A 
fairy princess, if it would make Mitzi Blair happy to hear me 
Say it. 

| could barely breathe as | pulled them out of the box and 
set them on the floor, slipping off my worn, brown flats. 

| heard a knocking at my door, but it sounded like it was 
coming from very far away. 

| sat there, paralyzed, afraid that if | reached out to touch 
them again they would disappear, like food you try to eat in 
a dream. All | could do was stare at them in awe. 

The spell was only broken when Toto barked one more 
time and dove into the box, emerging a few seconds later 
with a pink slip of paper in his mouth. He dropped it in my 
lap. It was a note written in fastidious cursive handwriting, 
the ink red and sparkly. 


Dear Dorothy, 


Happy birthday! | hope you like these. | thought about 
silver to match the ones you lost, but in the end | 


decided that red was more your color. | think you know 
what to do with them. 


G 


PS. If anyone happens to ask, let’s keep this just 
between us girls. 


When another knock came at the door, louder this time, | 
ignored it again. 

Trembling, | lifted my feet and, one by one, slid them into 
the red heels. They fit perfectly. The warmth I’d felt when I'd 
touched them before now coursed through my body, rising 
up through my toes, into my legs, and beyond. A smile 
spread across my face. | felt like my heart was expanding by 
the second. 

The knocking on the door got louder. “Dorothy? 
Everyone’s gone now.” It was Uncle Henry’s voice, anxious 
and urgent. “Can you open up the door, please?” 

| rose to my feet. “Come in,” | said, my voice strong and 
commanding, reverberating through the room. The sound of 
it surprised even me. 

Uncle Henry opened the door and stepped into the room 
with Aunt Em right behind him. At first, he opened his arms 
to give me a hug, but then he gasped when he saw my feet. 
A split second later, Aunt Em gasped, too. 

Aunt Em’s hand flew to her bosom. “Oh my word,” she 
said. 

“Where ...,” Uncle Henry trailed off. 

Toto yapped and sprung into the air. Without even thinking 
about it, | scooped him into my arms and drew him to my 
chest. 

“You were wrong, Aunt Em,” | said softly. “You both were. 
It is real.” 

| Knew what | had to do. | knew how I could get back. And | 
knew | wanted to go back. Before either of them could reply, 


| knocked the heels together. Once. Twice. 

Three times. 

The shoes constricted around my feet like they wanted to 
be part of me. A red glow began to snake through the room 
like smoke. The shoes took three steps forward. Aunt Em 
and Uncle Henry both grabbed my arms, trying to stop me, 
but | wouldn’t let them. | cou/dn’t let them. 

“Dorothy!” Uncle Henry yelled. “What in the world... ?” 

“There’s no place like Oz,” | whispered. The room 
exploded in a crimson flash. 


Five 


Everything around me blurred and folded in on itself, 
twisting into a hazy whirlpool of brilliant light and color. Aunt 
Em was screaming. Toto was barking madly, squirming in 
my arms. Somewhere, | heard Uncle Henry’s voice. 
“Dorothy!” he bellowed. 

| couldn’t see any of them. All | Saw was red and blue and 
green and purple and yellow as | plunged headlong into a 
liquid rainbow with no idea which way was up and which 
was down. 

And then the colors stopped swirling and a new world 
constructed itself below me as | fell. | was just opening my 
mouth to scream when | hit the ground with a crash. Toto 
went flying out of my grip. 

When I sat up a moment later, in the middle of a field, my 
head was still spinning but everything else was finally still 
again. | rubbed my eyes, trying to piece it all together. 

Toto, though, had recovered himself more quickly, and 
was already bounding through the grass toward me. He 
jumped right up, barking wildly, and licked my face in 
excitement. 

The grass underneath us was bluish green. The sky above 
was even bluer. Not gray. Not white. Not whitish gray. But 
blue. The sun was warm on my face, and a light breeze 
ruffled the tall grass around me. 

It wasn’t a dream or a fantasy. | knew it as well as I’d ever 
known anything. | could feel magic in every blade of grass. 

A few feet away a grove of trees bore strange and 
luscious-looking fruit that cycled steadily through a rainbow 
of colors. Farther off was a gurgling brook that | could have 


sworn was singing to me, saying, “Welcome home.” On the 
banks of the stream, enormous flowers swayed in the wind, 
their giant blue blossoms—some as big as beach balls— 
opening and closing hypnotically, as if they were breathing. 

Their scent wafted toward me on the breeze. | took a deep 
breath. It smelled like the ocean and fresh-baked blueberry 
pie and like the aftershave Uncle Henry wore for special 
occasions. It smelled like all those things at once, in a good 
way. 

As if all that wasn’t enough to tell me | was back in 
Munchkin Country, the only rea/ proof | needed was staring 
right at me. Not ten paces from the stream, a little old 
farmhouse was situated crookedly in a patch of dirt. 

Just where | had left it. 

The wood was rotting, the roof was beginning to cave in, 
and huge tangles of twisting vines crawled out from every 
crevice. The windows were broken, the porch was near 
collapse, and the whole place appeared to be well on its 
way to sinking into the ground. 

It had only been two years since I’d landed here, but the 
house looked like it had been sitting here for a century. 

Still, there was no mistaking it. And | wasn’t the only one 
who recognized it. 

| heard a high-pitched gasp, and | turned around to see 
Aunt Em sprawled out in a bank of wildflowers, her eyes 
wide in astonishment, one hand covering her mouth and the 
other pointing at the crumbling shack. 

“Henry! Look!” 

At her side, Uncle Henry rubbed his forehead as he sat up 
creakily. “Now see here, Dorothy,” he said irritably. Then he 
Saw it, too. 

“Well l'Il be,” he muttered. He squeezed his eyes shut and 
opened them again, like he was expecting to get a different 
picture this time. When nothing had changed, he jerked his 
head back and let out a wheezing noise that was a little like 
a burp. “Oh my,” he said. “I knew | shouldn’t have had that 


drink at your party.. . . | never did have a taste for the 
strong stuff.” 

| laughed. “Don’t you see?” | exclaimed. “We're here! 
We're all here.” 

After the disastrous start my birthday had gotten off to, | 
was now sure I’d never been so happy in my life. | was back 
in Oz and this time my family had come with me. Now that 
Aunt Em and Uncle Henry were here, we could finally all be 
happy together. We would never need to go home, because 
home had come with me. 

Aunt Em stood up, carefully dusting off her gray smocked 
dress. 

She looked unsteady, and began to fan herself with her 
hand. For a second | worried that she was about to faint, but 
Uncle Henry stood, too, and put an arm around her waist. 
“There, there, Emily,” he said. “Take a minute. Breathe.” He 
gave me a Strange look. “What have you gotten us into?” he 
asked. His gaze dropped to my feet accusingly. “And where 
on earth did you get those preposterous shoes?” 

Aunt Em didn’t seem to care about the how or the why of 
any of this, though. Once she managed to catch her breath, 
She pulled herself from his grip, suddenly back in perfect 
form, and marched straight for the old house. 

“Just look,” she marveled. “Henry, can you even believe 
it?” 

Henry hurried after, her but he wasn’t as easy on his feet 
as she was, and he stumbled a few times as he tried to 
catch up. 

“No, | can’t believe it,” he said, wheezing breathlessly. 

Aunt Em pressed her palm to the weathered shingles in 
awe. 

“Remember when you painted the window frames?” 

“Yes, dear,” he replied. “But | don’t think you’re in your 
right mind at the moment. We have more important things 
to worry about. Like where we are and how we got here.” 

She brushed him off with a wave of her hand. 


| furrowed my brow and raced over to join them. “Excuse 
me,” | said. “I know it’s a wonderful house and everything. 
But haven’t you noticed that we’re not exactly in Kansas 
anymore?” 

Henry jerked his face toward me sharply. “I did indeed 
notice, young lady. And we're going to have a talk about 
that in a bit. But as you can see, your aunt isn’t well. Let’s 
just let her get her bearings.” 

“I do have my bearings,” Aunt Em said. “Look! I'd 
forgotten all about this door knocker! The one you bought in 
Topeka just after you came home from the Great War!” 

Henry’s face spread into an involuntary grin at the 
mention of the knocker. “Yes,” he replied softly. “I sure do 
remember that.” 

It was just like Aunt Em and Uncle Henry to be so wrapped 
up in fond feelings toward our old house that they didn’t 
even notice where we were. You had to give it to the m—my 
aunt and uncle had heart. 

Still, | wanted them to understand the gravity of the 
situation. | wanted them to be as happy as I was. 

“Look over here,” | said, trying to shift their attention to a 
bush that had sprung up next to what used to be the 
kitchen window. “This shrub is growing little puffballs with 
eyes instead of fruit.” 

One of the puffballs sneezed right in my face. | jumped 
back in surprise, but my aunt and uncle went on ignoring 
me. Uncle Henry rubbed Aunt Em’s back as she examined 
the molding around the door frame, remarking admiringly 
on the craftsmanship. 

Then, before | could say anything else, something 
happened that not even they could ignore. On the little 
ramshackle porch, the air began to shimmer with energy. It 
was pink and glittery, like a little pink fish was swimming 
through the air, twisting and looping in little spirals, growing 
brighter and stronger and pinker by the second until Aunt 
Em was moved to shield her eyes. 


Henry clenched his fists at his sides as if preparing for a 
fight. | wasn’t worried. I’d already seen such strange things 
in this land that | just watched in excited curiosity as the 
energy crackled and glittered and grew until, slowly, it 
began to resolve itself into something resembling a form. 
Into something resembling a person. 

Her face appeared first, pushing its way through the light 
as though emerging from a pool of water. Next came her 
golden crown, then finally the rest of her. She was standing 
right there on the porch, regal and glowing, just as beautiful 
as | remembered her. Her face was porcelain-white, 
punctuated with piercing blue eyes and a perfectly red, 
perfectly tiny little mouth. She was sheathed in a slinky pink 
evening gown that looked almost liquid and hugged her 
body scandalously. 

“My oh my,” Henry said under his breath. 

| knew exactly who it was. And | can’t say | was very 
Surprised to see her. “Glinda!” | exclaimed joyfully, running 
to hug her. 

| stopped in my tracks when | saw that she wasn’t 
responding. She wasn’t even looking at me. It was like she 
hadn’t heard me at all. 

Then | noticed that her image was flickering and 
translucent. | could even see the faint impression of Henry’s 
prized door knocker shining through her image from 
somewhere behind her rib cage. She was fading in and out, 
getting clearer but then more indistinct, like she wasn’t 
entirely here yet. 

“Dorothy,” she said, still not turning her face to meet 
mine. “Help me.” Her voice was a hoarse, urgent whisper. 

“What’s wrong?” | asked, moving instinctively toward her. 
“What do you need from me? How do | help?” 

Now | was standing right in front of her, but her eyes 
remained unfocused. She still didn’t hear me. “Help,” she 
repeated. “Help.” Her image came fully into focus for a last, 


brief moment. | lunged forward and reached for her, trying 
to grab her hand. 

“Glinda!” | screamed. 

But before | reached her, there was a bright flash of pink 
light, and with that, she was gone. 


Six 


“Well,” Aunt Em said shakily, as if it had just dawned on her 
that something funny was going on. “That was unusual. Was 
that woman some kind of actress?” 

“Of course not,” | said. | do try not to lose my patience 
with them, but sometimes it’s an effort. “She’s a sorceress. 
I’ve told you all about Glinda, remember?” 

She and Henry both stared back at me with a look of blank 
confusion. 

“A... sorceress?” Aunt Em seemed hesitant. “I suppose it 
did seem magical... .” 

“It seems magical because we’re in Oz. You may have 
noticed the sneezing flower and the fruit that changes 
colors?” 

My aunt and uncle exchanged a look. “Now see here, 
young lady,” Henry said. “Il don’t care if this is Oz or 
Shangri-la or Timbuktu. You can’t just go spiriting people 
away like that with not so much as a how-do-you-do. It’s the 
busiest time of year and | have work to do tomorrow. | need 
to get a good night’s sleep if I’m going to be up before dawn 
to milk the cows.” 

Aunt Em was nodding along with him as he spoke. “I’m 
not quite sure what’s going on here,” she said slowly. “But 
it’s all very strange and, well, | would feel a lot better if | 
could sleep in my own bed tonight. Wouldn’t you, dear? It’s 
been a long day for you.” 

I’m the first one to admit that Oz is a lot to wrap your 
head around all at once, especially for two people who had 
always been perfectly content to spend their lives on the 
farm. At the same time, | had told them about this place so 


many times. You would think that would have given them at 
least a bit of a head start. 

| tried again, this time speaking slowly and simply and 
trying to keep the creeping frustration out of my voice. “We 
have been transported to Oz,” | said. “My friend Glinda the 
Sorceress must have brought me here. She’s in trouble. | 
need to help her.” 

Toto barked one sharp yip of approval. 

Neither of them looked very convinced, but before they 
could protest any more, Toto and | were already on the 
move, charging across the clearing, away from the house 
and the stream, in the direction of the Munchkin village | 
knew to be close by. | guess Aunt Em and Uncle Henry didn’t 
want to be left alone in this strange place that might as well 
be Timbuktu because they began to follow. 

| had imagined my triumphant return to Oz a thousand 
times. Probably more. This had not been exactly how I'd 
pictured it. | thought that I’d cleared up every last bit of 
trouble last time | was here. This time, I'd assumed my 
family and | would get to enjoy all the luxuries a magical 
kingdom had to offer without me having to go to the trouble 
of battling evil and saving the land. 

| should have known better than that. Of course the very 
reason l’d been brought back would be because they 
needed my help. I’d saved Oz before. If Glinda was in 
trouble, that meant Oz needed rescuing. Again. 

| have to say—it was nice to feel special, but | would have 
preferred to be able to just relax and see the sights with my 
family. You know, like a vacation. 

But it occurred to me that maybe a quest is the price of 
admission into a magical kingdom, and if that was the case | 
wasn’t going to complain. | just hoped | could get it over 
with quickly. And the only way to do that was to keep 
moving. 


It didn’t take long for us to spot the Munchkin town in the 
distance, and as we got closer, | remembered that it was 
hardly a village at all—it was just a circle of squat, domed 
houses ringed around a cobblestone plaza with a statue in 
the center of it. 

A statue. | didn’t remember that part. And when | stepped 
onto the cobblestone plaza | suddenly understood why. 

Towering over the square, looking every bit the hero, was 
a girl in a familiar checked gingham dress, her hair pulled 
into two long braids. She had her hands on her hips and was 
staring triumphantly into the distance. The statue had been 
cast in marble and was entirely colorless except for one 
important feature: the shoes on its feet were silver, and 
they were sparkling in the afternoon sun. 

This was Oz, where the unexpected wasn’t unexpected at 
all. A hippopotamus in a tutu, a fat man walking on his 
hands, a pack of wild polar bears dancing the cha-cha—you 
could have put almost anything in the center of that square 
and | wouldn’t have been surprised. 

The statue, though, surprised me. 

It was me. They had built a statue of me. | would have 
loved to see the look on Mitzi Blair’s face if only she were 
here. | would have loved to see the look on my own face for 
that matter. 

“Is that... ,” Aunt Em asked. 

“It can’t be,” Uncle Henry said. “Can it?” 

| stepped over to the base and gazed up at myself, 
awestruck. 

““HERE STANDS DOROTHY GALE,’” | read aloud from the 
placard at the base, my voice wavering a little as | spoke the 
words. “‘SHE WHO ARRIVED ON THE WIND, SLAYED THE 
WICKED, AND FREED THE MUNCHKINS.’” | turned around to 
face my aunt and uncle. 

They just stared at me, dumbfounded. A wave of triumph 
washed over me. 


“Can’t you see now? Everything | told you was true. It’s 
written right here. Written in stone.” 

Uncle Henry was rubbing his head. “Maybe /’m the one 
who's not in his right mind,” he muttered to himself. “I did 
take quite a tumble.” 

Aunt Em, though, was still staring at the statue. Her face 
rippling with emotions. It was all sinking in for her. She 
turned to me. 

“| never—well, | suppose | just didn’t want to believe it,” 
Aunt Em said, her voice still unsteady but decisive now, too. 
“| still don’t want to believe it. It’s all too strange, you 
understand. Your uncle and I—we’re not like you. We've 
always been ordinary people. Something like magic...” She 
paused, marveling at the very word. “Magic! Well, that 
doesn’t come easily to people like us. But this is all too real. 
It doesn’t matter whether | want to believe it. | can fee/ it.” 

Uncle Henry was still rubbing his head, but he was 
listening. And Uncle Henry never, ever doubts my aunt 
when she sets her mind to something. He swiveled his head 
toward her, then to the statue, and finally back over to me. 

“In all the generations of Gales, there’s never been a liar,” 
he mused, trying the idea out. 

“Or a crazy person,” | pointed out. 

“Never had one of those either,” he agreed. 

Now Aunt Em was getting excited. “Oh, Dorothy,” she 
said. “I’m so sorry we didn’t believe you. I’ve always known 
you were something special, ever since the day you came to 
live with us. And now!” She gestured at the statue. “To think 
you did something so brave and important that they put up 
a monument to you! | just wish your poor father and mother 
were here to see it. They’d be so proud of you.” 

With that, she wrapped her thin, strong arms around me 
and hugged me tight. | hugged her back, too overwhelmed 
to say anything at all. 

“I’m so proud of you,” she said. 


“Yes, we're very proud,” Uncle Henry said gruffly. “Of 
course,” he added, “that doesn’t mean we don’t need to get 
home...” 

For a tiny woman, Aunt Em has a strong grip, and | was 
trying to peel myself out of her embrace when | began to 
hear excited chatter and whispering coming from all around 
us. “Hello?” | called. “Munchkins?” 

They began to reveal themselves, a few at a time, their 
little faces slowly popping out of bushes and shadows and 
doorways and everywhere else you could imagine, like frogs 
after a rainstorm. Soon, we were surrounded by at least two 
dozen of the little people, none of whom were more than 
three feet high and all of whom were wearing little blue 
breeches and gold-embroidered bolero jackets, and funny 
pointy hats with bells around the brim. 

“Declare yourself!” a voice shouted out from the crowd. 

“It’s me!” | replied, not sure who | was supposed to be 
addressing. “I’ve returned. I’m so happy to be back—Il’ve 
missed you all so much.” 

A Munchkin man stepped forward, looking up at me 
quizzically. He glanced at my outstretched hand, but made 
no move to return my shake. “Excuse me, young lady,” he 
said. “I am Cos, the alderman of this Munchkin village. And 
who are you?” 

| cocked my head in surprise, and looked around. 

“Well it’s me of course. Dorothy Gale.” | gestured up at 
the statue. “See?” 

Cos looked up, back and forth between the figure and me, 
comparing the resemblance. 

For a second there was silence. Next, a murmur spread 
through the crowd. Then, as one, they began to roar, 
“Dorothy!” 

Cos took off his hat, twisting the brim in his hand like he 
was embarrassed to have forgotten me. There still seemed 
to be some uncertainty in his eyes, though, as he examined 
me intently. “Dorothy? The Witchslayer? Is it really you?” 


Witchslayer? | liked that. “It’s me,” | said happily. 

“It’s been a very long time,” Cos said slowly. “We never 
thought we’d see you again.” 

“I’ve been trying and trying to get back,” | said, kneeling 
so that we were face-to-face. “It’s not so easy, you know. A 
good, strong wind only comes around once every so often.” 

| rose back up to my feet and looked around at the 
growing throng surrounding us, all of them gazing up at me 
in awed admiration. 

| wanted to stay and talk, to hear about everything that 
had happened in Oz since I’d been gone. But there wasn’t 
time for that. There were more pressing things to worry 
about now. Like finding Glinda. 

| wasn’t sure how much | should say about what I’d seen 
back at the old farmhouse. It was possible that no one 
knew, yet, that anything was wrong with Glinda. If that was 
the case, it was probably a wiser idea not to let the cat out 
of the bag in front of an entire village of Munchkins, who, 
truthfully, are known for being an anxious and high-strung 
people. 

Instead, | decided it was better just to try to get as much 
information as | could before | decided what to do next. 
“How has everything been lately?” | asked. 

“What do you mean?” Cos seemed befuddled by my 
question, and the Munchkins began to chatter amongst 
themselves. 

“| mean, how has Oz been, since I’ve been gone? There 
haven’t been any more witches causing trouble, or anything 
like that, have there?” 

“Oh no, Miss Dorothy,” Cos replied, bobbing his red, 
cheerful face up and down. “We Munchkins have never been 
happier, since you slayed the witches all those many moons 
ago. The crops grow, the sun shines, and there is good 
magic everywhere. Praise Ozma!” 

Hmm. So whatever had happened to Glinda, the 
Munchkins didn’t seem to know about it. 


But what was Ozma? 

“Miss Dorothy, would you and your family like to stay for a 
feast?” A murmur of approval rippled through the crowd at 
Cos’s invitation. “We would like to celebrate your visit.” 

It sounded tempting. A big Munchkin feast—all in 
celebration of me!—would certainly be a good way to make 
up for the disaster that had been my Sweet Sixteen. And 
Munchkins are known to be magicians in the kitchen— 
literally. But... 

“I’m sorry,” | said, kneeling down again. “But it’s very 
important that | see the king right away.” 

“Now, Dorothy... ,” Uncle Henry interjected. 

“The king?” Cos asked. “What king?” 

“Why, the King of Oz, of course,” | said in surprise. 

When | first came to Oz, before the humbug Wizard had 
packed up his balloon to head back to America, he had 
chosen to appoint my friend the Scarecrow as the new king, 
and the people of Oz had immediately embraced him as 
their ruler. My friend the Tin Woodman had been made the 
governor of Winkie Country, and the Lion the King of Beasts. 
When I'd gone back to Kansas, I’d done it knowing that | 
was leaving Oz in good hands. 

But now it seemed that the Munchkins didn’t know who | 
was talking about. 

“We don’t have a king,” Cos said. The rest of them all 
nodded their agreement. 

“But | was there when they put the crown on his head,” | 
said. 

They all began to mutter confusedly amongst themselves. 
“Oz has only one true monarch,” Cos said. “Princess Ozma. 
The rightful and just ruler of our land.” 

“Princess what?” | had never heard of any princess before. 

They all began talking over each other, trying to explain 
how great this Ozma person was. “Princess Ozma is 
beautiful and kind! Princess Ozma is our one true ruler! 
Long live Ozma!” 


“What about the Scarecrow?” | asked. 

Cos’s face brightened. “Oh,” he said. “The Scarecrow. ld 
forgotten all about him. Well, | suppose he was king. But 
that was for a very short time indeed, and it was ages ago.” 

“It was only two years ago!” 

“Two years?” Cos frowned. “No... it seems to me that it 
was much longer than that. Perhaps your calendar in the 
outside world is different from ours.” He fixed me with a 
serious look. “Dorothy, much time has passed since the 
days of the witches.” 

Uncle Henry cleared his throat. “Dorothy,” he said. “This is 
all very interesting, but we need to be getting home. Mr. 
Munchkin, can you advise us on the best way back to 
Kansas?” 

Cos looked at my uncle and blinked. “Where’s that?” 

| didn’t have time to worry about Uncle Henry’s 
grumbling. Between Glinda’s plea for help and the news 
that the Scarecrow was no longer the king, it was becoming 
more and more clear that Oz had changed since I'd been 
gone. And | had an uneasy feeling that it wasn’t for the 
better. 

If | was going to put it right, | had to find my old friend. 

“Never mind Kansas, Cos. It’s very important that we see 
the Scarecrow right away. Does he still live in the Emerald 
City?” 

“Oh no,” Cos said. “He lives quite near here, as a matter- 
of-fact, in a mansion made of corncobs just off the Road of 
Yellow Brick. It’s less than a day’s walk.” He pointed into the 
distance. “You'll find the road that way. Just be wary—the 
trees are restless today.” 

“The trees?” | heard Aunt Em whisper to Uncle Henry. 

“Thank you, Munchkins,” | announced. “Next time | see 
you, | hope l'Il be able to feast with you.” Then, confident in 
my path but nervous about what other surprises Oz had in 
store for me, | gave my most dignified good-bye wave. 


As the people of Munchkin Country began to cheer my 
name, | knew that no matter what Oz had in store for me 
this time, one thing was clear: 

| was home. 


Seven 


“Couldn’t we have at least stayed for the banquet?” Aunt 
Em asked as we made our way from the Munchkin village, 
toward where Cos had told us the Road of Yellow Brick 
began. “I’m getting a touch hungry.” 

“I’m not sure |’d want to see the food those strange little 
folks serve,” Uncle Henry said, raising his eyebrow 
Skeptically. “Back in the war, they forced us to eat monkey 
brains and lizard tongues for breakfast, you know, and | 
didn’t care for that one bit.” 

Uncle Henry was always talking about his days in the war, 
but sometimes it seemed hard to believe that he’d ever left 
Kansas at all. Some of his stories seemed much more 
bizarre than anything Oz could dream up. 

Then again there had never been a Gale who was a liar, so 
who was | to doubt him? 

“Henry Gale,” Aunt Em admonished him. “They did no 
such thing. Anyway, I’m sure the food here is just fine.” 

“They could serve me Lobster Newburg and Baked Alaska 
and it would still be time to get on home,” he replied. 

“Oh, don’t you see?” | exclaimed, trying to make him 
understand. “Don’t you see? We're in Oz now! You don’t 
need to worry about the cows, or the crops, or the pigs, or 
anything like that anymore. Life here is so much better— 
can’t you see already how beautiful it is? In Oz, you won’t 
need to wake up at dawn to milk the cows ever again!” 

Aunt Em touched my shoulder gently, calming me down. | 
hadn’t even realized how worked up l'd gotten. “Now, 
Dorothy,” she said. “It /s lovely here. And we’re so proud of 


your statue and all we’ve learned about you today. But your 
uncle is right. We can’t stay here. This is no place for us.” 

“Anyway, | /ike milking the cows,” Uncle Henry said. 

| stopped dead in my tracks, right there on the yellow 
bricks. For all of Henry’s griping and Aunt Em’s nervousness, 
it had never occurred to me that they would still want to go 
home once they got a taste of Oz. How could anyone want 
to go back to a dry, dusty field and a few irritable pigs when 
there were fantastic things around every corner here? 

“Of course we’re going to stay,” | said. “Why in the world 
would we go home?” 

My uncle looked downright aghast. “Because it’s our home 
and that’s where we all belong,” Uncle Henry said. “I’m glad 
the people love you here, but that doesn’t change who you 
are, missy.” 

“Don’t lose your temper, Henry,” Aunt Em cautioned him. 
“But | do have sewing circle next week, and the house is still 
a mess from your party, Dorothy. If we don’t go home soon, 
l'Il never have time to clean up all the dishes.” 

Suddenly | wanted to scream. They had to be joking. | had 
wished so hard to have a second chance here, never 
expecting it would actually happen. And now it had 
happened, and we were walking happily through Munchkin 
Country on a day more beautiful than Kansas had ever seen 
or would ever see. They wanted to give it all up so that Aunt 
Em could go do the dishes for her sewing circle? 

At least | had one foolproof ace up my sleeve. | didn’t 
even have to lie. Well, not exactly. 

“I don’t know how to get home,” | said irritably, fighting 
back anger. “I don’t even know how we got here in the first 
place! The only one who can send us back to Kansas is 
Glinda, and she needs our help. Once we find her, we can all 
talk it over.” 

As | spoke, | felt my shoes pulsing against my feet with a 
warm, tingling feeling, as if Il’d just dipped them in a 
whirlpool of warm water. So maybe it was a tiny lie after all 


—the shoes had brought us here, and it wouldn’t surprise 
me one bit if they could bring us home, too. But Uncle Henry 
and Aunt Em didn’t need to know that. 

Neither of them looked too thrilled with my plan, but it’s 
not like they had a choice. So Toto and | stomped ahead and 
we all moved on. 


The first signs that we were nearing the road were some 
scattered bricks here and there—they almost looked like 
they were growing out of the dirt. After a few more minutes 
of walking, there were more and more of them, and then the 
road sprung up in the middle of a wide, overgrown field, 
unfurling itself into the horizon like a golden ribbon. 

Aunt Em was so surprised when she saw it that she let out 
a squeak and jumped back on her heels. Uncle Henry shook 
his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 

ld spent my share of time on this road, but even | was 
taken aback by how radiant it was in the afternoon sunlight, 
at the dazzling golden contrast against the blue-green of the 
grass and the cornfields and the sky, at the way it twisted 
and spiraled through the fields and hills, winding out into 
the distance like it would lead us anywhere we could 
possibly imagine, if only we could name the place. 

Toto was already a few paces ahead of us, panting and 
wagging his tail in excitement. He barked three times, ready 
to lead the way. 

“Well, | suppose it won’t hurt to explore just a bit,” Uncle 
Henry said. “Now that we’re here anyway.” 

Aunt Em didn’t say anything at all. She just stepped 
forward and set a foot onto the road. She looked back at us 
with a small, playful smile. “I guess the dishes can wait,” 
she said. “For now at least.” 

The thing about the yellow road is that it’s enchanted. It 
wants you to follow it—not for any devious reason, but just 
because it likes to have a purpose. It’s very hard to resist a 


road with such infectious enthusiasm. | knew from 
experience. 

My feet tingled against the bricks as we eased our way 
down the road, letting it lead us lazily through the hills and 
fields and valleys of Munchkin Country. With every step | 
took, it was like | could feel magic flowing up from the road 
and into my body. Surprisingly, even after as long as we'd 
been walking—even in heels higher than any I’d ever seen 
before, let alone worn—my feet didn’t hurt. It was just the 
opposite actually. It felt like | was getting a very pleasant 
foot rub. 

We strolled for hours without getting tired. Everyone 
seemed so happy. Uncle Henry was whistling one after 
another of the old songs he’d learned in the war, and Aunt 
Em was peppering me with questions, like, “Where was it 
that you met your friend the Scarecrow?” And, “I still don’t 
understand why this Tin Man of yours wanted a heart so 
very desperately. He sounds like he was perfectly kind and 
loving and gentle without one, so why bother?” 

She often gasped in amazement at a strange plant or 
animal—she was practically beside herself with glee when 
we came upon a resting flock of flying piglets, no bigger 
than sparrows, who were nibbling at some apples that had 
fallen into the road—but other times, like when we passed 
by the waterfall that fell up instead of down, she was simply 
caught without anything to say. 

When we walked through the field of poppies that | 
remembered so well, | told everyone to hold their noses so 
we wouldn’t be tempted to lie down for an endless nap. We 
walked right on through, admiring the ruby-red blossoms 
and the little puffs of pink smoke that shot into the air every 
so often. 

We made it through without our eyelids even fluttering. 

“In some ways it’s so different from Kansas and in others 
it’s just the same,” Aunt Em remarked a bit later as we 
strolled through a flourishing field of corn that grew over our 


heads on either side. Clearly she was trying to put a positive 
spin on things. “I mean, we grow a lot of corn back home, 
too.” 

“This corn’s different, Aunt Em,” | said. “It comes right out 
of the husk already buttered, and it’s like nothing you ever 
tasted.” 

“Never had a problem buttering my own corn, thank you 
very much,” Henry sniffed. But | could tell even he was 
impressed. Back home, butter was for special occasions 
only. When | plucked an ear from a stalk and shucked it, the 
smell wafted up enticingly. Aunt Em took a nervous bite and 
her eyes widened. As soon as he saw her reaction, Uncle 
Henry helped himself to his own, and soon all three of us 
were sitting by the side of the road munching to our hearts’ 
content. 

It was so wonderful that | almost forgot anything was 
wrong. | almost forgot Glinda’s desperate plea for help, and 
the fact that if Glinda was in trouble, Oz was in trouble, too. 
If wickedness was allowed to run rampant, the lush, magical 
cornfields would probably be replaced with barbed-wire 
orchards or bulldozed to make way for pincushion factories 
or something even more terrible. 

| couldn’t forget that. | was here with a job to do. 

But for now the corn was plentiful, there was nothing 
wicked in sight, and all seemed right with the world. 

That is, until we’d finished our lovely picnic, set off 
traveling again, and made our way a few more miles down 
the road. 

That’s when the screaming started. 


Eight 


Soon after we left the cornfield, the sky darkened into dusk 
and the picturesque fields and farmland we had been 
traveling through began to give way to a barren, burned-out 
landscape of stunted, sickly trees and shrubs, which made 
the constant screaming even eerier. The grass thinned out 
until the ground was mostly just blue-gray dirt dotted with 
sad and dried-out patches of weeds. Even the road itself 
was different here, dull and worn down, the bricks cracked 
or loose or missing entirely. Crows swooped overhead, their 
dark wings casting long shadows on the pale yellow bricks. 

Up ahead, a forest loomed. It was deep and black, thick 
with vines. It stretched on and on endlessly in either 
direction. 

The screaming was coming from somewhere deep in the 
forest, a deep guttural wail that shook me to my core. 

It was a scream, but it was also something like a song, 
too. It was like all the pain and sorrow in the world was 
being dredged up from the bottom of the earth and was 
twisting itself into a horrible, tortured melody. 

We all stopped walking. Even Toto, who was usually brave 
in the face of any danger, crouched in a ball at my feet, 
quivering with fear. 

“I don’t like the sound of that, Dorothy,” Uncle Henry said 
with a grave expression. 

“No,” Aunt Em agreed. Her face turned pale. “I don’t like it 
one bit.” 

| had to give them credit for putting it so mildly. 
Sometimes people you think you know well can still surprise 
you. They were being brave. Or, at least, they were trying. 


| wasn’t sure if | was capable of the same. Everything in 
my body was telling me to give up and run away. Back to 
the cornfield, to the Munchkin village, to the little old 
farmhouse by the riverbank in the woods. Back to Kansas, 
even. 

But when | turned around, | saw that single path we had 
been following now forked out behind us in five unfamiliar 
directions. Some force wanted us to pick one of those paths 
in the hope it would lead us back to where we had come 
from. 

| had a feeling none of them would. In my experience, 
when a dark force you don’t understand wants you to do 
something that badly, it’s best to do exactly the opposite. 

| looked into the distance. The road plunged straight 
ahead like a golden knife through the heart of the forest. 
However horrible that screaming, the only choice was 
straight ahead. 

“Come on,” | said. 

My aunt and uncle and my dog all looked at me like | had 
lost my mind. But when | took a step forward to show them 
it was possible, | saw that my shoes were burning red in the 
dusky, spooky, evening light, their comforting glow pulsing 
against the washed-out yellow bricks in time with my 
heartbeat, and | knew it was the right thing. 

“Come on,” | repeated, firmer this time. | took another 
step. Then Toto took one, too, still shaking, and then Aunt 
Em did the same. Uncle Henry grabbed her by the elbow 
and followed. If she was going, he was going, too. You could 
always count on him for that much. 

So we moved slowly toward the woods, together, and as 
we got closer that moaning yowl shattered and reshaped 
itself into something else: a scratchy, violent squall so loud 
that my whole skull vibrated from the force of it. 

Aunt Em and Uncle Henry doubled over as it hit them, 
both screaming and covering their ears in pain. 


As unpleasant as it was, though, | wanted to hear it. The 
only way to understand it was to listen. 

It was the sound of ravens screeching and rivers running 
dry, the sound of milk curdling into blood and children being 
torn from their mothers’ arms. 

It was the sound of death. The sound of evil. 

| took one more step forward anyway, feeling as if | was 
being propelled by a force outside myself, and that was 
when | saw their faces. 

Each tree had one, and each face was worse than the last, 
each formed out of thick, silvery-black bark, gnarled and 
distorted into tortured grimaces and angry, curled scowls 
and gape-mouthed expressions of terror. 

That’s when | understood: the sound wasn’t coming from 
inside the woods. It was coming from the woods 
themselves. The trees were screaming. 

And | recognized them. Sort of. 

“They’re not supposed to be here,” | said under my 
breath. | don’t think anyone heard me over the noise. 

On my first trip to Oz, after the Wizard had gone home, 
the Scarecrow, the Lion, the Tin Woodman, and | had all 
made our way to Quadling Country to see Glinda the Good 
in the hopes that she would have the key to sending me 
home. Along the way, we’d had no choice but to travel 
through the Forest of the Fighting Trees. 

That forest had been a lot like this one. The trees there 
had been mean and cruel, with ugly, hollowed-out faces and 
branches that bent and twined around you, tossing you to 
the ground when you tried to pass underneath them. 

But they hadn’t screamed like this. 

Were the two forests related? And if so, how? This one 
hadn’t been here the last time I’d walked this road. Where 
had it come from? 

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except getting through 
it. | forged ahead with Toto at my side and my aunt and 
uncle only a few steps behind. 


The screaming became louder and louder until it hardly 
seemed like sound at all anymore, and more like a 
hopelessness so strong | could almost feel it as an aching 
pain, lodged somewhere in the back of my gut. 

It was so loud | wanted to tear my hair from my skull, to 
scratch at my face until it bled. 

And then it was over. Just like that, everything went silent. 
Deadly silent. 

| looked to Aunt Em and Uncle Henry, and they looked 
back at me, just as shaken and surprised as | was. None of 
us said anything for fear of upsetting the quiet. 

Then we all looked up together, and saw the trees 
towering over us. We had made it to the edge of the wood. 

They were tall and thin, hardly wider around than Aunt 
Em, and were almost entirely bare of leaves. Their cruel, 
twisted faces took up almost the entire lengths of their 
trunks, and their knotty, spindly branches spidered out into 
sharp claws. 

Two trees, taller and older-looking than the rest, stood on 
either side of the brick road at the spot where it disappeared 
into the dark tangle of woods. Their faces were frozen into 
gargoyle masks of torment and despair. 

| wondered how they had gotten this way. Had they been 
people once? Were they being punished for something they 
had done in another life? Or was it something else entirely? 

In the time I’d been back in Kansas, I’d almost let myself 
forget this part of Oz: the witches and the monsters and the 
ugly, dangerous things. I’d let myself forget that magic is 
Slippery and unpredictable. It likes to change things. 
Sometimes it changes it into something incredible and 
wonderful—something to take your breath away. Other 
times it twists it and corrupts it into something you barely 
recognize. 

For everything that’s wonderful, there’s something 
wicked, too. That’s the price you pay for magic. 


It’s worth it, | thought. Even here, standing at the mouth 
of a place that radiated the purest evil I’d ever felt, | knew it 
would always be worth it. 

Because without magic, you’re just left with Kansas. 

Without warning, there was a loud creaking sound, 
followed by a groan, and then a crack as the large tree to 
the left side of the road lurched forward and began to uproot 
itself from the ground, scattering dirt everywhere. 

It pulled itself toward us by its roots, dragging itself in our 
direction. My feet began to tingle. 

It was coming right for me. It hissed and snapped its jaws. 

The only way out was through. So I began to run. 

| picked up Toto, ducked around the tree, and plunged 
myself into the forest, knowing from the sound of footsteps 
that Uncle Henry and Aunt Em were right behind me. 

The road through the forest wasn’t anything like the road 
that had taken us through Munchkin Country. The bricks 
were still yellow, but they were grown over with leaves and 
brush; they were crumbling and warped where the roots of 
the trees were moving in on their territory. 

| didn’t care. | raced down the path as fast as | could, as 
narrow and obstructed as it was, praying with each stride 
that my foot found a solid landing. 

The forest was dark and overgrown. The trees grasped 
and clawed; they swiped at me with their sharp branches 
and bent their trunks to trip me. 

Instead of screaming, they were now grunting and hissing 
and whispering taunts in my ear that | couldn’t quite make 
out. 

Behind us, | could hear that sick, scraping, creaking sound 
as the first tree dragged itself across the bricks in pursuit of 
me and my aunt and uncle and my dog. When | heard more 
Snapping and cracking sounds, | knew that it wasn’t just one 
anymore: his brothers and sisters were uprooting 
themselves to chase after us now, too. 


| ran faster, still baffled how easy it was in my five-inch 
heels. 

The whole time, | made sure | was listening for the sound 
of Aunt Em and Uncle Henry close behind me. They might 
have been old, but at least they could still outrun a few 
trees. 

And then Aunt Em tripped. She let out a sharp scream and 
went flying onto the ground in front of me, landing on her 
chest with a thump. 

“Em!” | cried. 

“I’ve got her!” Uncle Henry raced up from behind me. It’s 
a good thing my aunt was so tiny and a good thing Uncle 
Henry was stronger than he looked, after all those years of 
working alone in the fields. Without even pausing in his 
Stride, he swept Aunt Em up into his arms, threw her over 
his shoulder, and kept on running. 

It didn’t matter. It was too late. The trees had closed in on 
us, blocking the path forward. 

They were behind us as well, their branches weaving 
tightly into one another, trapping us completely. 

One of the trees snarled and lunged for Aunt Em. She 
cried out in terror as it slashed its wooden claws against her 
face, leaving three thin lines of blood on the ridge of her 
cheekbone. 

| didn’t look at him, but | could feel my uncle trembling 
next to me. | should have been scared, too, but | wasn’t. Just 
the adrenaline, | guess. Instead, | felt myself go white-hot 
with rage. 

How dare these trees threaten me? How dare they harm 
the people | cared about? | didn’t even think they wanted to 
hurt us. | think they were just trying to humiliate me. Just 
like Suzanna and Mitzi had done at my birthday party. 

Maybe that would work back in Kansas, but here in Oz, | 
demanded respect. 

“Stop,” | commanded. 


My shoes pulled tight on my feet, like they’d just gotten a 
size smaller. A shock of energy sizzled up from where my 
heels dug against the bricks and spread through my body. It 
felt strange, but | welcomed it. 

It felt like another person had taken hold of me. “/ am 
Dorothy Gale,” | said. The words sounded strange and 
foreign as they came out of my mouth, reverberating 
through the endless tangle of branches. 

The trees were listening. “I am the Witchslayer. Allow us 
to pass, or suffer the fate of all the others that have stood in 
my way.” 

Just like that, the trees began to relax their branches. 
They shrank away, stifling their hissing like it had all been 
one big accident. Slowly, they crawled out of the road and 
back into the forest, where, one by one, they began to settle 
their roots back into the dirt. 

We were free to go on. 

| had done that somehow. All I’d had to do was ask. Were 
the trees just big pushovers in the end? Or was it something 
about me that had scared them? 

“How—” Aunt Em said. Uncle Henry dropped her out of his 
arms and placed her upright again. 

“What came over you, girl?” my uncle asked. “Not to say 
I’m not grateful, but . . . you didn’t even sound like 
yourself.” 

“| don’t know how | did it,” | said uncertainly. | had found a 
power somewhere within myself, and | had used it. Or had it 
used me? It was hard to tell. | wasn’t sure | wanted to know 
the answer. 

“Next time,” Aunt Em suggested, “it might be wise to 
bring an ax.” She glanced over at me nervously. There was 
relief in her eyes that we’d made it through the woods alive 
but | thought | saw something like fear, too. Not fear of the 
trees either. Fear of me. 

“There’s not going to be a next time,” Uncle Henry spat. 
“Because we are going home. l'Il soread my own butter if it 


means | never have to go through anything like that again 
as long as | live.” 

The four of us carefully made our way through the rest of 
the forest not saying anything else about what had 
happened. The trees were still scowling and making jack-o’- 
lantern faces at us from the side of the road, but they didn’t 
make a peep. We walked quickly. Toto hopped into my arms, 
where he stayed, keeping careful watch on our 
surroundings. 

Soon, moonlight began to streak through the gaps in the 
branches, and then the path opened up. We had made it out 
of the woods. A silvery vista unfolded before us, the winding 
path of yellow bricks shimmering like water and dipping 
down into a huge, breathtaking valley. All along the road, 
little flowers lit the way, their centers glowing with flickering 
blue flames. 

| collapsed onto the road and caught my breath, finally 
able to let down my guard. | put a palm against my face and 
drew back blood from where one of the trees had scratched 
me. My calves were shooting with pain from running. Or was 
it from something else? 

And yet, | wasn’t really tired. Winded, yes, but not tired. 
Actually, | felt more alive than ever, like | had energy 
seeping from every pore on my body. 

| followed the road into the valley and then up the crest of 
the next hill, and | saw that we had finally reached our 
destination: there on the horizon was the Scarecrow’s 
house, golden and radiant against the night sky, lit from 
within. Just like the Munchkins had told us, the house was 
made entirely from enormous corncobs as tall as trees and 
five times as wide around, each one forming a single, 
towering turret. It wasn’t just a house. It was a castle, really. 

| pointed. “That’s where we’re headed. That’s where my 
friend the Scarecrow lives.” 

Uncle Henry whistled. “I’ve heard about the Corn Palace in 
South Dakota, but | don’t think it’s anything compared to 


that.” 

We followed the road down the hill, into the valley. The 
evening was cool and the breeze felt good against my skin 
and everything was so pleasant that our frightful experience 
in the woods was almost forgotten. Almost. 

What had | done back there? | wondered. Had the trees’ 
bark simply been worse than their bite? Or had my shoes 
had something to do with it? 

| was still considering the question when a certain feeling 
of familiarness came over me, and then | saw it: at the edge 
of the field, a wooden post was sticking up out of the ground 
at a lopsided angle. 

Something about seeing it there, like nothing had 
changed, made me almost want to cry. | knew that post. It 
was where | had first found the Scarecrow. Without him, | 
would never have made it to the Emerald City, would never 
have been able to defeat the Wicked Witch of the West. | 
would never have learned how brave | could really be. 

Seeing it there, for the first time | knew that | was back. | 
was really, really back. He had been my friend, and | had 
missed him so much. Now | was going to see him again. 

“What is it, Dorothy?” Aunt Em asked, seeing a small 
smile on my face. 

“Nothing,” | said. “I’m just happy.” 


Nine 


Uncle Henry and Aunt Em were still huffing and puffing from 
the climb up the hill when we finally approached the 
entrance to the corncob mansion. It was even bigger up 
close than it had looked from far away, and | felt almost 
nervous as | reached for the corncob knocker on the door. 

What if he was different? What if he didn’t remember me? 
What if he was old and gray? (Could Scarecrows get old? 
There was still so much about Oz that | didn’t know.) 

There wasn’t much time to wonder anything. The door 
opened before | could knock, and there he was, right before 
my eyes, just exactly the very same as I’d left him; just the 
same as l’d remembered him every day since Glinda had 
sent me home. 

“Dorothy!” the Scarecrow exclaimed. | threw myself into 
his straw arms and he swept me up and spun me around, 
whooping with elation. “The Munchkins sent a bluebird to 
tell me you were on your way, but | was afraid to believe it!” 

“You know I'd never leave you for good,” | said, laughing. 

| was still grinning from ear to ear when he set me back 
down again, but the Scarecrow’s face looked more serious. 
“We missed you, Dorothy,” he said, and his kind, smiling, 
drawn-on eyes—the ones I'd never forgotten—began to fill 
with tears. “Oz hasn’t been the same without you. | didn’t 
think you were ever coming back.” 

“| didn’t either,” | said, reaching out to touch his arm. “But 
lm back because of Glinda. | know she’s in trouble, and | 
have to rescue her. Do you know where she is?” 

The Scarecrow cocked his stuffed head to the side. 

“Glinda?” he asked. “What have you heard about her?” 


“I saw her,” | said. He looked even more surprised at that. 
“She was at my old house by the Munchkin village. Well—it 
wasn’t her exactly. It was more like some kind of vision. Like 
she was trying to send me a message. She told me she 
needed my help.” 

The Scarecrow looked concerned. He was stroking his chin 
in thought. | knew that if anyone would know what to do, it 
was him—he was the wisest creature in all of Oz, and 
probably anywhere else, too. 

“We have much to talk about,” he said after a spell. “But 
first, introduce me to your friends.” 

| laughed. I’d been so excited to see him that I’d forgotten 
all about my aunt and uncle. They were still standing in the 
doorway looking like they had absolutely no idea what 
they’d gotten themselves into. 

“They're not my friends, silly. They’re my family—my aunt 
Em and uncle Henry.” As | said their names, Uncle Henry 
gave a funny little half wave and Aunt Em bowed awkwardly. 

The Scarecrow lit up—it’s amazing how expressive a 
painted-on face can be. He clapped his gloved hands 
together and he bounded for them, practically tackling them 
as he wrapped his flimsy arms around their waists. “Of 
course! I’ve heard so much about both of you! How have 
your travels in Oz been so far?” 

Aunt Em, Uncle Henry, and | all exchanged a glance. 

“Oh, it was all just grand until we came to the screaming 
monster trees that tried to murder us,” Uncle Henry said. 

“Oh dear,” the Scarecrow said. “The Forest of Fear? Don’t 
tell me the Munchkins didn’t warn you.” 

“How could we not pass through the forest?” | asked. 
“There’s no way around it, at least as far as | could tell.” 

“Of course you have to pass through it but—the 
Munchkins really didn’t tell you to stuff your ears with Pixie 
thread?” 

| shook my head. “I don’t even know what a Pixie thread 


” 
. 


is 


“It keeps you from hearing that infernal racket the trees 
love to make. If you can’t hear them, you won't be afraid. 
And if you’re not afraid, they won’t even know you're there. 
Won't bother you a bit. They'll just look like exceedingly ugly 
trees. Which, in the end, is really all they are.” 

They sensed fear. Was that how | had managed to get rid 
of them? Just by showing them that | wasn’t scared? 

No. Aunt Em and Uncle Henry and Toto had all been 
frightened. Somehow, | had made the trees afraid of me. 

The problem was that it wasn’t just the trees who had 
been scared of me. I’d scared myself, too. 

“| don’t think we’ll be traveling back that way anytime 
soon if we can avoid it,” | said. “With or without Pixie 
thread.” 

The Scarecrow sighed. “A reasonable response. Those 
trees are such a nuisance. Bad for tourism, especially when 
the Munchkins can be so forgetful about reminding passers- 
through to protect themselves. | keep telling the princess 
that she should just set a match to the whole forest, but she 
won't hear of it. She says they’re part of Oz—that destroying 
them would upset the whole magical balance.” 

‘If that’s balance,” Aunt Em said, shuddering at the 
memory of the afternoon, “I’d hate to think what it looks like 
when the scales start to tilt.” 

The Scarecrow tipped his hat to her. “A very good 
question, Mrs. Gale,” he said. “Let’s hope you never find out 
the answer. Now, come, let’s eat. You must be starving after 
what you’ve been through.” 

He turned to a doorway that led deeper into the castle 
and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Munchkins, prepare a 
feast for our special guests!” 

As we entered a great dining room two Munchkins dressed 
in yellow and green—with tiny, pointy hats perched atop 
their bald heads—appeared out of nowhere. 

We took our seats at the banquet table—even Toto had 
been given a place next to me—and before we knew it, our 


table settings flew in front of us only to land gently at our 
places: the napkins perfectly folded, the forks on the left, 
none of it even a smidgen askew. 

Within seconds, our glasses were filled to the top with a 
delicious-looking beverage | didn’t recognize, and it was 
only five minutes before tray after heaping tray of piping hot 
food appeared on the table. 

“| took the liberty of having food prepared that | thought 
you'd be familiar with, rather than some of Oz’s more... 
exotic native dishes,” the Scarecrow said, much to the relief 
of my aunt and uncle, who, despite their experience with 
the self-buttering corn, still seemed apprehensive at the 
idea of eating magical food. 

“And very kind it was of you! There’s enough grub here to 
feed my old army platoon,” Uncle Henry said. He picked up 
a serving spoon and helped himself to a generous portion of 
mashed potatoes. 

“It sure does look good. | think,” Aunt Em said, eyeing a 
heaping bowl of caviar, which, even though it wasn’t the 
least bit magical, was probably just as exotic as anything 
else Oz had to offer as far as she was concerned. At least 
Uncle Henry had gotten the chance to see a few scattered 
corners of the world, back in his army days. This was the 
first time Aunt Em had ever set foot outside of Kansas. 

She was taking her maiden voyage in remarkable stride. 

ld never eaten so much in my life and I’m pretty sure 
Uncle Henry and Aunt Em hadn’t either. Yet somehow we 
managed to finish each course just as another even larger 
one came. | guess a day of traveling will make a girl hungry. 

“Aren't you going to have any food, Mr. Scarecrow?” Aunt 
Em asked around the time that they brought out the stuffed 
goose. 

“Oh,” the Scarecrow said, waving her question aside. “l 
don’t eat. The Wizard may have given me an exceptional set 
of brains but I’m still shy a working stomach. Now, Dorothy, 
tell me what brought you here. I’ve been dying to know!” 


| wasn’t sure how much to tell him just yet. I’m not sure 
why, but | didn’t want Em and Henry knowing about the 
shoes, though they had to have an inkling. 

“Well,” | said, smiling brightly. “I made a wish, and before 
you know it, we were all here!” 

“Is that so,” the Scarecrow said thoughtfully. | could tell he 
wasn’t buying it. 

“We landed right in the same spot as last time—my old 
house was still there, if you can even imagine.” 

“Of course it is,” he replied with a smile. “That little house 
is considered one of Oz’s most important landmarks.” 

Uncle Henry looked up from his Waldorf salad. “Mr. 
Scarecrow,” he said. “Dorothy tells us you’re the smartest 
character in all the land.” 

The Scarecrow nodded modestly, and Uncle Henry 
continued. “My wife, Emily, and |, we were hoping you’d 
have some idea of how the three of us might be able to get 
back—” 

“Oh, drop it already!” | snapped. Aunt Em gasped, and | 
instantly clapped my hand to my mouth. | have to say that | 
was shocked at myself. Never in my life had | spoken so 
disrespectfully to my uncle. Or to anyone, really. 

But it had been such a long day, and my aunt and uncle 
were being so troublesome. Here they were, eating the 
greatest meal they’d ever dared to dream of, and all they 
could think of was how to go back to our sad little 
farmhouse and our dusty pigpens. 

/ must try to control my temper, | chided myself. If | 
wanted my aunt and uncle to see things my way, it wouldn’t 
do to make them angry. 

The Scarecrow shot me a curious sidelong glance but 
otherwise ignored my outburst. “It’s true that I’ve been 
blessed with an excess of the finest brains known to man or 
beast, Munchkin, witch, or wizard,” he said, tapping his 
head with a stuffed glove. “But I’m sad to say that traveling 
between Oz and the outside world is no simple feat.” 


“| see,” Henry said. 

“Dorothy thinks a lady by the name of Glinda might be 
able to help,” Aunt Em said. “Do you have any idea of where 
we might find her?” 

Again, the Scarecrow gave me a meaningful look that 
said, We’ll discuss this later. “| do not,” he said. “Glinda’s 
whereabouts have been unknown for quite some time now.” 

“For how long?” | asked, putting my fork down, suddenly 
interested again in the conversation. 

“Oh, it’s hard to say,” the Scarecrow replied. He fiddled 
with a piece of straw that was poking out of his head. “You 
know we’re not much for time here in Oz. No one gets older 
here, and we celebrate the holidays whenever we're of a 
mood for it. But it was some time after Ozma took the 
crown. Glinda let it be known that she had important 
magical business beyond the Deadly Desert, and that we 
Shouldn’t worry about her—that she would return when the 
time was right. That must have been, oh, at least ten years 
ago, if | venture a guess.” 

“Ten years!” | exclaimed. “But, how long have | been 
gone?” 

The Scarecrow turned in his seat and fixed his eyes on me 
seriously. “| don’t know, but | daresay there are many 
people here in Oz who won’t remember you at all. I, myself, 
had almost forgotten what you looked like.” 

My last adventure here had lasted for what felt like almost 
a month, but when I'd returned home, only a few days had 
passed. Still, the idea that | had been gone so long that I’d 
been forgotten was unimaginable. All of my memories were 
still so fresh in my head. 

| had so much to ask the Scarecrow. Why wasn’t he king 
anymore? Who was this Ozma person? Did he have any 
suspicions about where Glinda had really gone? But | had 
the impression that he didn’t want to talk about any of it in 
front of my aunt and uncle, and so | finished my meal in 
silence. 


But there was so much on my mind that | hardly touched 
my food. Uncle Henry was a different story. | hadn’t even 
made a dent in my Waldorf salad, and he had already 
scarfed down a goblet full of maraschino cherries, a small 
mincemeat pie, several hunks of lamb slathered with green 
mint jelly, and—despite the fact that | was unsure where 
exactly shellfish came from in Oz, where there were no 
oceans that | knew of—a giant portion of shrimp cocktail 
served in a crystal goblet brimming with crushed ice. 

And then they brought out the ice cream. 

“Oh dear,” Aunt Em said when she saw it. “I’m afraid | 
can’t possibly eat any more. The meal was just perfect, Mr. 
Scarecrow, but I’m afraid it’s been quite a day. Would it be 
terribly rude of me to excuse myself?” 

“Of course not,” the Scarecrow said. He clapped his hands 
and another Munchkin, this one dressed all in yellow, 
appeared. “This is BonBon. He’ll show you to your rooms.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Uncle Henry said, standing along with 
Em. “Dorothy, don’t you stay up too late. Tomorrow we'll 
need to be up at the crack of dawn to find Miss Glinda so 
that we can head on home.” 

BonBon bowed and led them away. 

As soon as they were gone, | pulled Toto into my lap and 
turned my chair to face the Scarecrow. 

“Now tell me what is going on here,” | said. “I know there 
must be more to the story than you were telling me.” 


He sighed. “You first,” he said. “I don’t for a moment 
believe that you wished your way here. It doesn’t work that 
way.” 


So | told him the story: of my terrible birthday party, of the 
shoes, and the note that had come with them. 

“They must have come from Glinda,” | finished. “Who else 
could have sent them?” 

“It certainly sounds like her doing,” the Scarecrow mused. 
“But until now, | believed that Glinda was dead—or gone for 
good.” 


“No,” | said, so emphatically that it came out as 
something approaching a shout. “No. Someone’s done 
something to her. She’s still in Oz, and she’s in trouble. 
That’s why she brought me here. To save her.” 

“You may be right,” he said. “We'll go to see Ozma 
tomorrow. She needs to be apprised of the situation.” 

Every time anyone said the name Ozma, a terrible feeling 
came over me. I’d never met her and | barely knew who she 
was, but | didn’t like the sound of her. “Who /s this Ozma?” | 
finally was able to ask. “And why aren’t you the king 
anymore?” 

A look of something like regret passed across the 
Scarecrow’s face. He glanced down at his plate. 

“Ozma is Oz’s true monarch,” he said. “She’s a direct 
descendant of Oz’s founder, the fairy Lurline. She was just a 
baby when the Wizard rose to power, and unable to inherit 
her throne. Still, the Wizard worried about the power she 
would eventually be able to wield. It’s hard to seize control 
of a kingdom when you have the True Princess swanning 
about in her prime. So he sent her to the North—to Gillikin 
Country. What happened to her there is a mystery. Only a 
few people are privy to all the details, and | am not one of 
them. What | do know is that she eventually managed to 
grow up, and made her way back to the Emerald City to 
reclaim her crown. Unfortunately for me, that was just a few 
months after I’d been made king. | ceded the crown to her 
immediately, of course.” He sighed and shrugged. “It was 
nice while it lasted.” 

It sounded like a bunch of hooey to me. “So this Ozma can 
just march in and kick you out on your rear end? That’s not 
fair!” 

“I had no choice. It is the way of Oz that Lurline’s heirs 
should rule. The people were happy with me as their king, 
but | must admit that Ozma has been a good ruler, too. The 
kingdom has never been more peaceful, or more 


” 


prosperous.” He sounded cheerful, but it was obvious he 
was putting on a brave face. 

| scowled. “I don’t care,” | said, outraged by the injustice. 
“You would have been better. You deserved that crown! 
What did she do to earn it, except show up when it was 
convenient for her?” 

“Oh, it’s not so bad,” he said with a wave of his hand. “l 
like it here amidst my corncobs. There’s plenty of time to 
think, here. And Ozma made me one of her top advisers— 
She always calls me into the palace when she needs 
someone with real brains.” 

“What about the Tin Woodman? What'd she do with him? 
Send him off to be sold for scrap?” 

The Scarecrow chuckled. “Now, now, Dorothy. There’s no 
need for that. The Tin Woodman is still where you last saw 
him. He still lives in the Wicked Witch’s old castle, if you can 
believe it. He’s spruced it up quite nicely; it’s nothing like it 
was before.” 

“And the Lion?” 

“Still ruling over the beasts, just as ever. He lives deep in 
the Forbidden Forest, in Gillikin Country.” The Scarecrow 
sighed. “He’s become a bit of a recluse, though. The three 
of us haven’t been in the same room since | left the castle.” 

It broke my heart to think about. Glinda missing; the 
Scarecrow deposed; my friends scattered across Oz. | had 
expected to come back to Oz to find it just as I’d left it. But 
nothing was the same. 

“Now let’s take a look at these shoes of yours,” he said, 
after BonBon had served me an after-dinner root beer float. 

| stood, extending my foot proudly, and the Scarecrow 
studied the mysterious shoes. 

“Have you tried removing them?” he asked after 
examining them for a bit. 

“Why no,” | said, surprised that it hadn’t even occurred to 
me. But as hard as | tugged at the heels, they wouldn’t so 
much as budge. 


“Just as | suspected,” he mused. 

“How strange,” | said. “How will | bathe?” 

The Scarecrow chuckled. “I’m sure you'll find a way. At 
any rate, they’re magical, that much is evident. And they 
seem to have fused themselves to you. The red is certainly 
Glinda’s signature. But she...” 

“It has to have been Glinda,” | said. “I’ve never been so 
certain of anything. Especially after she appeared to me and 
asked for help earlier today. We have to help her.” 

“We'll get to the bottom of it,” he said. “Tomorrow, we will 
travel to the palace. Ozma will have heard of your arrival 
and will be expecting you. She’s very interested in you, you 
know. The princess is an avid student of history, and she’s 
always been fascinated by your story.” 

“I’m not so sure | care to see her,” | sniffed. “She doesn’t 
sound very pleasant in my opinion.” 

The truth was that | didn’t trust the sound of her. Was it 
just coincidence that Glinda had disappeared just after this 
new princess had seized the palace? 

The Scarecrow brushed aside my protests. “Oh, she’s 
nothing if not pleasant. | think you two will be great friends. 
She’s about your age, after all.” 

“But . . .” | hesitated, not sure whether to voice my 
concerns, and then decided that if | couldn’t trust the 
Scarecrow, my oldest friend, all was lost anyway. “What if 
Ozma’s the one who did something to Glinda?” 

| was of half a mind that the Scarecrow would dismiss the 
notion as ridiculous. But he didn’t. 

“The princess is very powerful,” he said, lowering his 
voice. “She is very shrewd. But she is also very lonely, and 
in need of companionship. | urge you, go to the palace and 
befriend her. She will never be defeated by force, but I’ve 
always found force to be overrated anyway. If Ozma knows 
anything about Glinda’s whereabouts, you will be the one 
who can learn about it. Become close with her. Give her no 
reason to doubt your intentions.” 


| nodded. | understood. | didn’t like it, but | understood. 

At that, the Scarecrow summoned for BonBon, who 
appeared out of nowhere as if he’d squeezed himself up out 
of a gap in the floorboards. 

“Follow me to your quarters, Miss Gale,” he said, 
extending a gentlemanly hand. 

“One more thing,” the Scarecrow said as | scooped a now- 
dozing Toto into my arms. “For now, | think it’s better that 
you don’t tell the princess that you’ve seen Glinda at all.” 

“Okay.” | nodded. 

“And Dorothy: don’t mention the shoes.” 


Ten 


The next morning, the Scarecrow and | stepped out of his 
mansion into a bright and breezy day. Every ear of corn and 
every wildflower glistened and sparkled in the sun, and | 
took a deep breath, inhaling dewy morning air. It smelled 
like just-baked cookies. 

When | looked closely, | saw that the air was filled with 
thousands of specks floating on the breeze like dandelion 
fuzz. The difference was that these specks were silvery and 
Slippery, flying through the air like tiny beads of mercury 
from a broken thermometer. 

One of them landed gently on my face. When | crossed my 
eyes to get a look at it, | was shocked to see a dainty little 
person with butterfly wings and a wild tuft of silver hair 
sitting right on the tip of my nose. And without so much as a 
hello. 

“Oh, don’t mind them,” the Scarecrow said. “It’s Pixie 
season. They can be quite irritating, but they’re harmless.” 

Just as he said it, the creature sank its sharp little teeth 
into my nose. | was more surprised than actually hurt, but | 
screamed, swatting at it and spinning around in a circle 
trying to get it off me. 

The Pixie jumped from my face and buzzed around my 
head, letting out a high-pitched staccato squeal. She was 
laughing at me. 

“Er, mostly harmless,” the Scarecrow said. 

“| don’t remember those things from last time,” | said, 
rubbing at my injury to check for blood. 

“They stayed in their hives back in those days,” he 
explained. “They were afraid of the witches. But Ozma 


believes in letting them run wild, and they’ve been getting 
bolder and bolder. You should see what they do to my 
cornfields.” 

“I’m all for Pixies having their freedom,” | sniffed. “I’m an 
American, after all. But they might be a little more grateful 
to the girl who gave it to them, don’t you suppose?” 

“All the magic in the world couldn’t give a Pixie manners,” 
the Scarecrow said ruefully. “If | were king, I'd do away with 
all of them. But Ozma is of the opinion that even Oz’s lowest 
creatures deserve their freedom. Pixies, Screaming Trees, 
even Nomes, for heaven’s sake—they’ve all flourished under 
the princess’s rule.” 

They might have been rude, but | couldn’t help being 
charmed as | watched the little things flitting through the 
air. “I hope they at least do pretty little spells or something,” 
| said. “To make up for the nastiness and biting.” 

“They certainly do. If you catch one, they’ll grant you 
exactly one wish,” the Scarecrow said. 

“Oh!” | exclaimed. “Then what are we waiting for?” | was 
about to go chasing after the Pixie who had bit me—it would 
serve her right!—but the Scarecrow caught me by the 
elbow. 

“Don’t bother,” he said. “You can only wish for three 
things and none of them are very interesting. A dried cod, a 
hunk of coal, or a darning kit.” 

“Aunt Em might like a darning kit,” | said, but | quickly 
dropped my chase. 

That’s when | saw our carriage sitting by the Road of 
Yellow Brick—a vehicle that would put Henry Ford’s finest 
automobile to shame. It was a jeweled green sphere of glass 
etched with delicate swirling patterns, about as big as Uncle 
Henry’s toolshed, and rather than having wheels it was 
hovering in the air a few feet off the ground. It was hitched 
to a crude wooden horse composed of a log sitting on top of 
four sturdy sticks. It had two knots for eyes, a notch for a 
mouth, and a twig for a tail. 


“Hello there,” the log said. 

By now | knew not to be surprised by anything around 
here, especially not a talking log in the shape of a horse. 
“Well, hello there,” | greeted him—if you could call a log a 
him. “\'m Dorothy Gale. Pleased to meet you.” 

He turned toward me and whinnied. “I’m the Saw-Horse,” 
he said. “The fastest horse in all of Oz, of course, and the 
captain of Ozma’s Royal Guard. l'Il get you to the Emerald 
City in no time at all.” 

Just then, Toto came racing out of the house, followed by 
Aunt Em and Uncle Henry, who were looking around in a 
daze, like they hadn’t really expected any of this to still be 
here. Toto began barking and leaping into the air, trying to 
catch the Pixies, who dipped and dove around him, taunting 
him with their squeaky giggles. | hoped he liked dried cod. 

“Aunt Em!” | called. “Uncle Henry! The Scarecrow is going 
to take us to the Emerald City. Isn’t the carriage 
marvelous?” 

“It looks like a big Fabergé egg,” Aunt Em said. “I always 
found them a bit gaudy myself.” But | could tell from the 
way she was staring that she was more impressed than she 
cared to admit. 

“The Emerald City?” Uncle Henry asked. “I thought we 
were going to find your friend Glinda?” 

“We're going to meet with Ozma,” | said, trying to 
reassure them. “She’s the princess of Oz. She'll help us find 
Glinda. Besides, don’t you want to see the magnificent 
Emerald City?” 

The Scarecrow was extremely diplomatic about the whole 
thing. “You can’t come all the way to Oz and miss out on the 
Emerald City,” he said. When my aunt and uncle looked at 
him dubiously, he added: “The princess is a formidable 
magic user in her own right. If she can’t send you home 
herself, she will no doubt be eager to help you find the 
Sorceress.” 


It took a little convincing, but eventually they gave in, and 
soon Uncle Henry was helping Aunt Em up into the carriage. 
At least we had a ride this time. | think after yesterday’s 
ordeals, we were all more than happy to be traveling in 
comfort. 


The inside of the carriage was lined with plush velvet 
cushions, and the Scarecrow and | sat on one side with my 
aunt and uncle on the other. A tea service floated on a tray 
between us. 

“Tea?” the Scarecrow asked Aunt Em, handing her a little 
pink cup. 

She looked like she wanted to say no, but Aunt Em can 
never resist a good cup of tea. 

“Do you have Earl Grey?” she asked. 

“I have whatever you'd like,” he replied. He pointed at the 
kettle on the tray. 

“How do | brew it?” she asked curiously. 

“Just pour it and imagine the best cup of tea you can think 

of.” 
Aunt Em looked dubious, but she gingerly poured herself a 
serving, and when she took a sip, her eyes lit up. “That’s 
Earl Grey, all right!” she said in delight. And then, curiously: 
“Did you cast a spell on it?” 

The Scarecrow chortled. “A spell! | should think not. I’m a 
man of science. In fact, it’s the milk of the rare Chimera. 
While it remains inside the kettle, it exists in infinite liquid 
forms—it’s not until you pour it that it takes on the qualities 
you desire of it.” 

“Does it serve up scotch, too?” Uncle Henry joked. 

“| don’t see why not,” the Scarecrow said. 

Soon my uncle was contentedly tippling his favorite 
Glenlivet vintage and | had poured myself a cup of rich, dark 
hot chocolate, and then we were off. The carriage shot 
forward down the road like a bolt of lightning. The scenery 
was whipping past us in a green and gold blur, but we were 


perfectly comfortable inside our cozy little bubble. Every 
time we curved into a hairpin turn or went speeding down a 
hill, our vehicle would adjust itself so that we didn’t even 
shift in our seats. 

“Henry Ford could take a lesson from whoever built this,” 
Uncle Henry marveled, gazing out the window. 

Outside the carriage, forests, villages, and rivers all 
appeared and disappeared as quickly as they’d popped into 
sight while the Saw-Horse sped ahead, moving with such 
speed that his wooden feet didn’t even make a sound 
against the brick road. 

“He really is fast,” | said to the Scarecrow. 

“He is indeed. He claims to be the fastest horse in the 
land, and | don’t doubt him. He’s also Ozma’s closest 
confidant, you know. He’s been with her longer than 
anyone. He’s the one who brought her back to the city after 
her exile, and he’s been her most loyal servant ever since.” 

It almost made me sorry for this Ozma, to think that her 
only friend was a wooden horse that looked more like a 
piece of scrap lumber than an animal. Even Miss Millicent 
had to make a better friend than a talking log jammed 
together with a few twigs. 

When he was certain that Aunt Em and Uncle Henry 
weren’t paying attention, wrapped up as they were in their 
own conversation and in watching the scenery, the 
Scarecrow put his arm around me casually and leaned in 
close, whispering, “Be careful what you say in the Saw- 
Horse’s presence. Rest assured that anything you tell him 
will find its way to the princess’s ear.” 

| nodded slowly, not sure what to make of any of it. 

After a bit, the Saw-Horse began to slow his pace, and | 
saw that we had come to a wide river. 

“Oh dear,” the Scarecrow said. “Isn’t this always the way. 
It’s the Wandering Water.” 

“What’s that?” Aunt Em asked nervously. 


“Just another of Munchkin Country’s many nuisances,” the 
Scarecrow explained with a wave of his stuffed hand. 

“If it’s anything like the Forest of Fear, I’m turning back 
now,” Henry said firmly. “And Emily is coming with me.” 

| didn’t speak up, but | had to agree that, after yesterday, 
we had all had more than our fill of Oz’s alliterative 
annoyances. 

“Not to worry,” the Scarecrow said. “The Wandering Water 
isn’t unpleasant—just inconvenient. It’s a river with a mind 
of its own, you see. You can never tell where you’re going to 
find it. In a few hours it will have moved on to somewhere 
else entirely. Never fear, though, the road isn’t without its 
own personality. It will get us across with as little delay as 
possible.” 

As we galloped toward the water, | saw what the 
Scarecrow meant. The river was actually moving, shifting 
and undulating, snaking its way across the landscape, 
paying no attention to the fact that it cut right through the 
middle of the road, leaving no way to cross. 

But as we approached, the Road of Yellow Brick began 
reconfiguring itself, too. As if it sensed us coming, golden 
bricks began to float into the air, one by one, constructing 
themselves into a curving bridge that led high up into the 
sky where it took a meandering, curlicued route across the 
water. 

The only problem was, it didn’t look very stable. 

“We're not going over that, are we?” Aunt Em asked, 
craning her neck out the window and turning a shade of 
pale green. 

“Oh yes,” the Scarecrow said. “Not to worry, though. The 
Saw-Horse has never lost a passenger.” 

Soon we were trotting upward into the clouds, the river 
hundreds of feet below us. The bridge of yellow bricks 
continued building itself as we made our way across it, 
fluttering in the breeze like a ribbon. 


Aunt Em’s eyes were squeezed shut, and her knuckles 
were white, her hands clasped together in her lap. Uncle 
Henry gripped her arm tight, not looking much braver than 
she did. 

Back in Kansas I’d never been much for heights myself, 
but now that | was in Oz, | discovered that | didn’t care. It 
was all part of the adventure. Why come to a place like this 
and then turn away the secret things it has to offer you? 

So as we climbed higher and higher into the sky, | forced 
myself to keep my eyes open. 

All of Oz was spread out below us like a patchwork quilt. 
When I squinted, | almost thought | could see the red towns 
of Quadling Country to the south and the yellow hills of 
Winkie territory to the west. The purple Gillikin mountain 
range stretched north as far as the eye could see. That is, 
until | saw the Emerald City glowing on the horizon, and | 
forgot everything else. 

| would never forget that glittering skyline. 

From high above the Wandering Water, the city appeared 
first as a green glimmer against the blue sky and then 
popped into focus, rippling like a mirage beyond a massive 
glass wall that rose over the trees. The curved rooftops of 
the skyline blended into each other in a series of sloping, 
gentle waves, all surrounded by a halo of light. 

In the center of it all, the pointed spires of the palace rose 
straight up into the air, scraping the clouds. | wondered 
what it would be like to stand at the top of one of those 
towers and look out over all of Oz. | wondered how far you 
could see from up there; | wondered what it would be like to 
know that all this magic was yours. Did Ozma appreciate 
what she’d been given? 

| hoped she did. If | had all that, | would never let myself 
lose sight of how lucky | was. Not for a moment. 


Eleven 


We all breathed sighs of relief as the flying road began to 
make its descent back to the riverbank, and before we knew 
it, we were on land again. After that, it was only a matter of 
minutes before we were approaching the majestic emerald 
walls of the city. 

Everyone was silent as we pulled up to the gates, which 
were intricately carved with twisting vines, gilded and 
studded with jewels. | noticed with some curiosity, though, 
that the gates were solid all the way through, and there was 
no obvious place for them to swing open, or even a 
mechanism for them to rise up. How were we going to get 
through? 

The Saw-Horse answered my question by thumping his 
hoof, three times, loudly against the ground. As he did it, 
the entranceway rippled, and it began to melt away until it 
was just a smooth puddle on the ground, leaving an opening 
where it had just stood. 

“What happened to the Guardian of the Gates?” | asked. 
“That funny little man who used to hand out the glasses?” 

“Ozma reassigned him,” the Scarecrow explained. “That 
was just one of the Wizard’s many idiosyncrasies. Now that 
he’s gone, people are allowed to see clearly again. The 
city’s green enough without the glasses anyway. Ozma 
installed quite a bit more emerald once she took over, and 
anyway, she doesn’t believe in guarding the gates at all.” 
He sniffed at what he obviously considered to be a 
preposterous flight of girlish fancy. “‘It’s everyone's city,’ 
she says. ‘Why would | want to keep anyone out of it?’ The 
former guardian works as an optometrist now, and I’m told 


he’s quite happy. Most people in Oz have perfect vision, so 
he leads a very relaxed lifestyle.” 

| looked over my shoulder as the Saw-Horse trotted us into 
the city, and as soon as we had cleared the opening in the 
wall, the gate sprung right back up and re-formed itself, 
closing behind us. 

As we made our way through the city streets, | took in the 
sights. Little round houses were arranged in clusters around 
open plazas with burbling fountains and vibrant gardens 
where townspeople chattered amongst themselves. The 
smell of baking pies and fresh flowers filled my nose. 

It was strange to be back in this city that | had so many 
memories of. It was both the same and different. For one 
thing, it really was green now, just like the Scarecrow said. 
From the funny little domed buildings whose roofs were 
reinforced with giant, smooth-polished emeralds the size of 
dinner plates to the towering skyscrapers that somehow 
seemed to be formed entirely of huge, seamless jewels, 
every surface in sight managed to incorporate the city’s 
signature gemstone in one way or another. Even the yellow 
bricks of the road weren’t immune to the treatment: the 
road hadn’t ended at the gates, but instead continued on 
into the city, toward the palace, and each and every 
individual brick was inlaid with a single emerald at the 
center. 

| think | liked them better when they were just plain 
yellow. Ironically, it was only now that the Guardian of the 
Gates was gone that | actually could have used some 
glasses—not to create the illusion of opulence but to shield 
my eyes from the glare. 

At an open market, Munchkins and Winkies peddled 
produce and clothes and trinkets to laughing townspeople. 
There was a snake charmer, like in storybooks I’d read, and 
a sword swallower and a team of acrobats who flipped and 
twirled in the air as if they were propelled by an unseen 
force. 


Everyone was smiling and laughing, milling around 
without a care in the world. A sense of liveliness permeated 
everything and everyone. 

And yet I couldn’t help feeling uneasy. 

It was all too happy. Nothing was this perfect, not even Oz. 

My shoes sent a now-familiar pulse of energy up my legs, 
and as | looked back out at the bustling city, the cheerful 
scene suddenly seemed sinister: the smiles of the people 
turned to leers and the candy-bright colors took on a garish, 
desperate tint. 

Glinda was gone, | reminded myself, off somewhere no 
one seemed to know about. 

Something wasn’t right here. 


Our carriage finally ground to a halt where the yellow brick 
opened up into a large, circular courtyard outside the palace 
entrance. Toto was the first out, followed by the Scarecrow. | 
clambered out after him, then helped Aunt Em and Uncle 
Henry down. The air was still and there was a lovely sound 
of water burbling in fountains. In the distance, | could hear 
Singing. 

The plaza was an explosion of azaleas that blossomed ina 
rainbow of colors: they were pink and purple and blue, but 
also striped and polka-dotted and paisley-patterned. A large 
marble fountain shot a waterfall of what looked like liquid 
diamonds high into the air. 

Aunt Em trailed her fingers through the pool, then held 
them up in front of her and watched them glitter in the sun. 

“| don’t suppose your friend Ozma would mind if we took a 
few of her jewels back to Kansas, would she?” my aunt 
asked me with a twinkle in her eye. “They have so many of 
them here and just one of the big ones would pay for a 
year’s worth of chicken feed and pig slop.” 

| groaned. “First of all,” | snapped, “Ozma isn’t my friend. 
I've never even met her before. Secondly, | don’t want to 
hear another word of Kansas talk. Not while we’re standing 


outside the royal palace in the most beautiful city in the 
universe.” 

Aunt Em crossed her arms at her chest. She clucked her 
tongue and shook her head. “My word, Dorothy. You’ve 
certainly lost your sense of humor lately. Of course I’m not 
going to steal from our hosts. And if | was going to, it 
wouldn’t be to buy pig slop. ld make myself a beautiful 
necklace with diamonds so big it would scandalize all of 
Topeka.” 

Only then did | realize she had been teasing me. “Sorry,” | 
said sheepishly. “I just—” 

“See here, Dorothy,” she said. “I know your uncle doesn’t 
approve of staying here just as well as | know that you don’t 
want to ever go home if you can help it. Myself, | can see 
both sides of it. This is a lovely country—not counting those 
terrible trees—but our whole life is back on the farm.” 

“We could have a new life here. A better life.” 

“We could,” she agreed. “But would it really be so much 
better? What would we do all day, with no cows to milk or 
fences to mend? We'd go stir-crazy before long.” 

| shook my head emphatically. “There’s so much to do 
here,” | said. “You’ve hardly seen any of it.” 

“Maybe,” Aunt Em said with a shrug. “And maybe it 
wouldn’t matter. At any rate, | say we’re here now, and we 
might as well enjoy ourselves.” 

“| am enjoying myself,” | said. 

“It seems to me that you’re awfully sour for someone 
who's having the time of her life,” Aunt Em said. 

| was trying to decide how to respond to that when the 
enormous doors of the palace swung open and a small, 
delicate figure came hurtling down the grand, emerald- 
studded steps. She raced toward me, her diaphanous white 
dress and dark, wavy hair flowing behind her, all tangled 
together in a whirling cloud. 

“Dorothy!” she shouted. “It’s really you! I’ve been waiting 
for this day forever!” 


She bounded across the courtyard and threw her arms 
around my neck, pulling me against her in a tight embrace 
before stepping back and giving me a warm, searching 
smile. 

It wasn’t the greeting I’d been expecting. When I’d sought 
out an audience with the Wizard, in this very palace, it had 
been an arduous, hours-long process of being patted down 
by guards, standing in endless lines, and waiting in 
antechamber after antechamber before finally being allowed 
ten minutes alone with Oz’s supposed ruler. 

Ozma, apparently, was less formal than all that. 

Her eyes were a vivid, haunting green, lined with kohl and 
Shadowed with gold, and they had a kindness behind them 
that took me by surprise. Her mouth was a ruby-red 
exclamation point in the center of her round, pale face. She 
was tiny, too: the top of her head barely reached my 
shoulders. 

She wore a tall, golden crown with the word Oz inscribed 
on it, and had two big red poppies tied into her hair, one on 
either side of her face, fastened with long green ribbons. 
She had a golden scepter tucked under her arm as casually 
aS anormal person would carry an umbrella. 

“I can’t believe I’m finally meeting you,” she said. “I was 
so excited when | heard from the Munchkins that you had 
come back. The famous Dorothy Gale. The Witchslayer! | 
Suppose | owe you a thank-you for saving my kingdom.” 

“Anyone would have done the same,” | said, waving the 
praise away. | stole a quick glance over at my aunt and 
uncle and saw that Uncle Henry had his arm around Aunt 
Em and was pointing out various buildings in the distance. 

“Are these your parents?” the princess asked, gesturing at 
them with her scepter, which | now saw was topped with the 
Same insignia that was on her crown: a gold O the size of 
my palm that enclosed a smaller, stylized Z. 

“Oh no,” | said. “This is my aunt Em and uncle Henry. | live 
with them, back in...” 


Her eyes lit up. “Oh yes! Kansas! It sounds like such a 
fantastic place. They say the roads there are made of dust! 
Or was it dirt?” 

“Well...,” | said, “both?” | couldn’t imagine being excited 
by dirt roads considering the opulence that was all around 
us here, but Ozma was already rushing over to Aunt Em and 
Uncle Henry. For their part, they seemed to be adjusting to 
the idea of meeting royalty. They wore the same friendly 
expressions that they used for greeting a neighbor’s out-of- 
town cousin at the church breakfast. 

Ozma leaned down and patted Toto on the head. He was 
so happy to be back that he was running in circles. “And this 
is little Tutu?” 

He snarled at her. Toto didn’t like it when people got his 
name wrong. 

“Toto,” | corrected quickly. 

“Of course!” she said. “How silly of me. | guess | owe him 
my thanks as well.” She knelt down and scruffed his fur, and 
while he bristled at first, soon he was happily licking her 
hand. 

The princess turned her attention back to Aunt Em and 
Uncle Henry. 

“We have rooms for all of you, and the finest clothes in 
the city,” she said. “I want you to know that, for as long as 
you're here, you can make full use of everything in the 
palace. My servants are yours to command.” 

“That won’t be necessary,” Uncle Henry said hesitantly. 
“We're not planning on staying long.” 

Ozma tilted her head in concern. “Oh?” 

“Uncle Henry... ,” | started. “We only just got here.” 

“We need to get home,” Aunt Em explained apologetically 
to Ozma. “You have a beautiful kingdom, but we’re not the 
magical types. We have a farm back home, you see, and 
responsibilities.” 

Ozma waved her scepter with an air of dismissal. “Of 
course! I’ve heard such things about Kansas; | don’t doubt 


that you're eager to get back there. But I’ve waited so long 
to meet Dorothy; surely you can stay for a bit.” 

Ozma called out: “Jellia! Show the Gales to their quarters, 
please. And please make sure their every need is attended 
to.” 

Before they could protest, a round, cheery-faced maid 
with blonde hair and a green uniform emerged from the 
main building and led Aunt Em and Uncle Henry up the 
stairs inside. They glanced back at me over their shoulders 
as they stepped through the entrance, a look of trepidation 
on their faces. “Toto,” | said, feeling almost guilty when | 
saw how out of their element they looked. “Why don’t you 
keep them company?” With a sharp bark, he went bounding 
after them. 

Ozma moved her attention to the Scarecrow, who hadn’t 
said a word since we’d arrived. “I’m so pleased you came 
today,” she said. “There’s a delegation here from Gillikin 
Country and | could really use someone with brains in the 
room when it comes to dealing with them.” 

She looked at me with an air of wry conspiracy. “Keeping 
everyone in Oz happy is no small feat,” she said. “Every day 
there’s a new visitor with a new list of requests. Easily met, 
most of them, but you have no idea how dull it can be, 
sitting in those meetings.” 

The Scarecrow bowed. “I am at your service, Princess.” 

“Oh, stop that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You know 
bowing makes me uncomfortable.” 

“Of course,” he said. 

“The delegation is in the reception room,” Ozma said. 
“They shouldn’t give you too much trouble, but you know 
how the Gillikins are—always bickering amongst themselves 
and forgetting what they even want in the first place. It 
could take some time.” 

“Well, then it’s a good thing | don’t require sleep.” The 
Scarecrow leaned in to give me a peck on the cheek, and as 


he did, he whispered: “Remember. Be careful. And not a 
word about the shoes.” 

As | watched him go, Ozma grabbed me by the elbow. 
“Come inside the castle. Let me show you what I’ve done.” 

The main hall of the palace was magnificent, but there 
was a Surprising coziness to it, too—you could tell someone 
actually lived here. Ozma had lined the walls with damask 
wallpaper, and filled the space with plush velvet couches 
overflowing with throw pillows and ornate end tables and 
carved oak chairs upholstered in leather. From the diamond- 
Shaped black-and-white tiles on the floor to the crystal 
chandeliers to the lush, exotic-looking plants sprouting from 
every corner of the room, it felt stately and elegant but 
warm and welcoming, too. 

“What do you think?” Ozma asked, almost nervously, as 
we walked past a dramatic, sweeping staircase. It almost 
felt like she wanted me to be impressed. 

| was a bit surprised that she seemed to care so much 
about my opinion—she was the princess after all, a 
descendant of the fairy Lurline, supposedly, and the heir to 
the greatest kingdom in the world. | was just an ordinary 
farm girl from dusty, gray Kansas. What did | know about 
interior decoration? 

“It’s very nice,” | said, as if | saw beautiful, grand things 
all the time and this was just another one of them. “You’ve 
made it so much nicer than when the Wizard lived here.” 

“Yes, well, he did have a bachelor’s taste, didn’t he? 
Anyway, all this is thanks to you, Dorothy. You saved my 
kingdom when | was”—she paused—“you know. Indisposed. 
If it wasn’t for you, the witches would probably be living 
here now.” She shuddered. “Can you imagine what they 
would have done with the place? You have no idea how 
much | owe you.” 

| looked around at this dream palace full of treasure and 
beauty and luxury, and suddenly | had a pretty good notion 
of what she owed me, actually. Maybe | was just the teeniest 


bit jealous that she got to live like this, all thanks to me. 
There was a part of me that wondered if / would have been 
the princess if I’d stayed. 

“Of course,” | said, forcing a smile. “Oz was in danger. | 
only did what any decent person would have.” 

“No, Dorothy. Not everyone would have done it. You did it. 
You're more special than you know.” 

How could | argue with that? “Okay,” | admitted modestly. 
“Maybe I’m a /itt/le special.” 

Ozma threw her head back and let out a lilting, musical 
giggle. “I think we're going to be great friends,” she said, 
wrapping an arm around my waist and tipping her head 
against my shoulder. She led me through the great entrance 
hall to a series of French doors that looked out onto a lush, 
expansive garden dotted with fountains and topiary 
sculptures. 

“So do I,” | said, remembering what the Scarecrow had 
told me. If | was going to find Glinda, it appeared that | had 
to make Ozma trust me. | had to become her friend. 
Truthfully, it didn’t seem like it would be very difficult. 

“It’s a beautiful day,” Ozma said. “Well, it’s always a 
beautiful day here, but still. Let’s take a walk in the gardens. 
I’ve got so much to ask you. Starting with how in the world 
you got here!” 


Twelve 


In Ozma’s gardens, the hedges were tall and greener than 
green, and were sculpted into strange, looming figures that 
were three times as tall as either of us. Some of them were 
covered in strange little blossoms, others were grown over 
with vines and fragrant honeysuckle and jacaranda and 
flowers that | didn’t recognize. 

Some of the flowers had tiny little eyes like the funny little 
puffballs that were growing all over the old farmhouse back 
in Munchkin Country. They all twisted in my direction to 
stare at me. 

If you’ve never had fifty plants with human eyeballs stare 
at you, you have no idea how disconcerting a feeling it is. 

A path wound its way through the grounds, forking off into 
other trails that led into little grassy valleys, groves of 
orange trees, little sitting areas with wrought-iron benches. 
Back home what passed for a garden was usually a couple 
of tomato plants and maybe some scraggly old petunias. 
This was something else. 

Ozma wandered down the main path idly, her scepter 
slung casually over her shoulder and the train of her dress 
trailing on the ground behind her. 

“Don’t keep me in suspense,” she said. “So what was it? 
Another cyclone? | know it’s not easy to get here from your 
world, believe me. I’ve looked into bringing you here myself, 
actually—we’ve had some political trouble, and since you 
were so good at handling it the first time—well, but that 
kind of magic is very complicated. There are few in Oz who 
can manage it.” 


A part of me didn’t want to lie to her. I’ve always believed 
that honesty will get you farthest. And it was hard to believe 
that someone as seemingly sweet and guileless as the 
princess could possibly have had anything to do with 
Glinda’s disappearance. But the Scarecrow was my oldest 
friend in this world, not to mention the smartest person lI’d 
ever met. If he thought it was best to keep a few things 
secret from her, | knew that I should trust him. 

“Well,” | explained, remembering that it’s always best to 
base a lie in some version of the truth. “It was my birthday, 
and you see, in Kansas, on your birthday, you get one wish. 
| wished | was back here, and next thing | knew, poof! We 
were all crash-landing in the middle of Munchkin Country.” 

Ozma looked skeptical. 

“That’s it?” 

“| wished very hard,” | clarified. 

“But it’s so odd,” she said, touching a finger to her red 
lips. “I thought magic didn’t exist in your world. It seems 
that something would have had to bring you here.” 

“It was my sixteenth birthday,” | scrambled to elaborate. 
“That’s kind of a big deal over there. So that’s probably why 
it worked. Besides, | always felt like being in Oz the first 
time changed me somehow. Maybe | brought a little bit of 
magic back with me.” 

She hmmm-ed. Her tone was still unconvinced, but her 
eyes were open and trusting. It wasn’t that she didn’t 
believe me. She just thought there was more to the story. 

| decided to change the subject. “But | want to know all 
about you,” | said. “Are you really a fairy?” 

The path we’d been following had ended at a wall of tall, 
thick hedges, no more than twenty feet wide, right smack- 
dab in the middle of the courtyard. 

“Hold on,” Ozma said, suddenly distracted. “Il want to 
show you something.” 

She waved her scepter in a wide arc, and as she did it, the 
hedges parted, revealing a small opening. Ozma slipped 


right through it. After a moment’s hesitation | followed, and 
as the opening grew shut behind us, | found myself in a 
hedge maze. To my left and right, narrow grassy paths were 
bounded by impenetrable shrubbery that rose high over our 
heads. In front of us was another opening, and on the other 
side of that more paths and another hedge wall. 

Something about being in here made me nervous. The 
maze had looked small from the outside, but now that we 
were in it, | could see that it was much bigger than | had 
realized, the paths leading far into the distance in either 
direction. 

The atmosphere crackled with energy. | didn’t like the 
feeling of this place. Even though the sun was as big and 
bright as ever when | looked up, its light somehow wasn’t 
reaching us in here. 

| could feel magic everywhere. The leaves on the hedges 
nearly vibrated with it. But it was a different kind of magic 
than the magic that ran through the fields of Munchkin 
Country like a babbling brook. It was different from the dark, 
threatening magic in the Forest of Fear, too. 

This magic was old and ancient. It was gnarled and 
weathered and fossilized. | don’t know how | knew it. | just 
did. And | knew that if you stood still for too long in here it 
could swallow you. 

For the first time, my shoes hurt. 

“Which way do we go?” | asked. 

“It’s all the same,” Ozma said. She was different in here, 
too. In the garden, she had been girlish and sunny. In here, 
though, her spine had straightened and her chin was raised. 
Her dark hair was suddenly wild and tangled; her delicate, 
girlish beauty was now fierce and fiery. She seemed older. 
She seemed less like a princess and more like a queen. 

“All the paths lead to the same place,” she said. 

| wanted to ask where, exactly, that place was, but the 
words wouldn’t come out of my mouth. 


So we walked aimlessly, the bushes growing thornier and 
more overgrown and the leafy corridors narrower as we 
went. The air was still and quiet, and although the spires of 
the palace were just barely visible over the tops of the 
hedges if you craned your neck to see them, the city 
seemed very far away. 

We took one corner and then another and another. Were 
we walking in a circle? My shoes burned on my feet, and | 
found myself wondering, again, what kind of magic exactly 
was pulsing through them. Were they communicating 
somehow with the magic in the hedge maze? 

Ozma kept on walking. She had said it didn’t matter which 
way we went, but | started to suspect, from the way she 
carefully considered each gap in the maze before deciding 
which one to turn down, that there was more to it than she 
was letting on. 

| had so many questions to ask, but it was like the maze 
had cast a spell over me that kept me from speaking at all. 
It was a creepy feeling, but | felt oddly calm about it. It was 
hard not to when it was so peaceful in here. Ozma was the 
one who finally broke the silence. 

“Oz is bordered on all four sides by the Deadly Desert,” 
she said out of nowhere when we had rounded a corner into 
a twisty section of the maze where the hedges were 
overgrown with thick, brown vines. They were dotted with 
tiny blossoms, deep purple and smaller than my thumbnail, 
and they stretched over our heads in a canopy that hid the 
sky. “A desert so dry that you touch just a grain of its sand 
and it will suck all the life right out of you. One touch and 
poof, you're dust.” 

“Oh,” | said, not knowing what else to say. 

“But, you know, when Queen Lurline and her band of 
fairies first came to this place, ages ago, Oz was nothing but 
desert. It wasn’t quite so deadly back then—Oz had no 
magic to speak of in those days—but it was still dry and hot 
and dusty and flat and it went on and on and on. There was 


no Emerald City. There wasn’t even a tree. It was no place 
for life.” 

“Sounds like Kansas,” | said. “Though, at least we have 
trees there.” 

The princess gave me a curious look. “I’ve always thought 
Kansas sounded very nice,” she said. “Anyway, the fairies 
were passing through the desert on their way to somewhere 
else, and they had been traveling for a long time. A very 
long time. They were hungry and tired and thirsty. They had 
used the last of their magic.” 

“Where were they trying to go?” | asked. 

“No one knows,” Ozma said. She plucked a blossom from 
a vine overhead and tucked it into her hair. “Pieces of the 
story get lost over time, you know. All we know is that they 
were coming from somewhere and they were going 
somewhere else, and wherever it was, they had to cross Oz 
on foot to get there. But Oz is a big place. You probably 
know that better than | do. | have a carriage, after all, and 
you've walked so much of Oz. Can you imagine doing that 
without anything to drink or eat? Fairies are powerful, but 
even they have their limits. After a while, Lurline and her 
people were too exhausted to go any farther. She knew that 
resting really meant dying, but what else could she do?” 

“So they stopped. They just sat down and stopped, right 
there in the sand. Their travels had finally come to an end. 
Well, they thought they had, at any rate. But just when she 
had given up hope, Lurline put her hand down and felt a 
dampness in the dirt. When she scratched at it a bit, she 
could hardly believe her eyes—it was water, the first she’d 
seen in weeks. It was a cool, fresh spring. It was mostly 
covered over by the sand, but it only took a minute of 
digging for it all to come bubbling up.” 

“Someone put it there by magic,” | said. “To help her.” 

“No. It was just good luck. Lurline was the magic one. And 
as she drank from the pool, she felt her magic coming back 
to her. With the little bit of energy the water from the spring 


gave her, she was able to conjure a pomegranate tree, and 
She and the rest of the fairies ate. The food made her 
stronger, and so Lurline summoned another tree, and then 
another and another until a whole orchard had sprung up.” 

The path began to curl into a spiral. Ozma’s voice was 
dreamy and far away, and | wondered if she was talking to 
herself more than to me. 

“They rested there for eight days, eating and drinking and 
dancing, regaining their strength after all the hardship they 
had been through, and on the eighth day, Lurline was so 
grateful and happy that she pricked her thumb with her 
knife and let a drop of her blood fall into the pool. | don’t 
know why she did it, really. Just to say thank you, | guess. 
But whatever the reason, she gave Oz a piece of herself, 
and as soon as her blood hit the spring, the land began to 
change around them. Just like that. Lush, green grass grew 
where there had only been dirt and sand. Rivers sprung up, 
and they wandered wherever they wanted to wander. Hills 
and mountains burst out of the flatness. On the path that 
the fairies had walked, yellow bricks began to sprout like 
flowers. Lurline’s blood had blessed the spring with magic, 
and that magic began to flow through everything.” 

The spiral we were walking in grew tighter and tighter as 
it looped in on itself toward a center. The path grew 
narrower and narrower until my shoulder touched Ozma’s. 
Then it was narrower still, and | felt my nervousness 
mounting. | dropped behind her as she continued with her 
story. She didn’t bother looking back at me. 

“What had once been a barren desert had become a 
magical, untamed wilderness. It became Oz. But the queen 
knew that she and her band had already stopped for too 
long. It was time for them to keep going where they were 
going. And yet—it was so beautiful. She couldn’t just 
abandon it. So she left her favorite daughter behind, a girl 
not much older than me, and the smallest of the group. She 
was small but tough. It was left to her to look after the land 


in Lurline’s absence. To take care of it and nurture its magic 
the way you tend to a garden. 

“That daughter stayed behind, alone, to become Oz’s first 
true princess. That daughter was my grandmother. Or was it 
my great-grandmother? Or my great-great-grandmother?” 
Ozma shrugged, finally stepping forward through an arbor 
into a clearing where the sun was warm and bright again. 
Birds were chirping. 

We had come to the center of the maze. 

And as soon as the sunlight hit her green eyes, the 
laughing, girlish Ozma who had greeted me at the gate 
returned in a flash. She giggled a little to herself, putting a 
hand to her mouth. “Great-great-great-grandmother? Well, 
who knows! At any rate she was the first princess— 
whatever her name was. | honestly have no idea! Me, I’m 
the last. At least for now until the next one comes. 
Sometimes | wish she would hurry up.” She gave a 
theatrical sigh. 

The center of the maze was a circular area paved with 
flagstones. It was about fifteen feet across, with a ring of 
squat little trees inside the larger ring of tall hedges. 

In the very center of it all was a single wooden bench that 
had obviously seen better days: it was silver and weathered 
and close to rotting. At the foot of the bench was a muddy, 
mossy puddle. All of it had a burned-out, sun-bleached look 
to it, as colorless as one of the old sepia photographs Aunt 
Em kept of herself as a child. 

“So,” Ozma said. “Il Suppose that’s a very long way of 
answering your question. Yes, I’m a fairy. The truth is, it’s 
really not as exciting as you might think. It’s actually not so 
much different from being a regular girl.” 

She was so matter-of-fact about the way she said it—the 
same way | would say that my aunt and uncle were farmers, 
or that | was from Kansas. | couldn’t imagine being a fairy 
princess and not even caring. And how could she think it 
was the same as being a regular girl? 


“I know it’s stupid,” | asked. “But do you have wings? 
Fairies do usually, right?” 

Ozma didn’t mind. She laughed and flipped her palms up 
as if to say, You caught me. She tossed her black hair and 
shook it out, and as she did, two huge butterfly wings 
unfurled from her back and fluttered a few times. 

The wings were golden and translucent, lined with veins, 
and so delicate that they barely looked like they were there 
at all. They looked like nothing more than the impressions 
that burn into your eyes when you look at the light for too 
long. 

“They don’t do me much good,” she admitted, flapping 
them a bit to demonstrate. She hovered a few inches from 
the ground and then let herself down again. “They work, but 
flying makes my stomach queasy, and anyway, | have the 
Saw-Horse to take me wherever | want to go. | hardly use 
them at all.” 

The oddest feeling came over me. | wanted to reach out 
and touch those shining, beautiful wings so badly. If | had 
just asked, she probably would have let me, but | didn’t 
want to ask. It wasn’t like me at all, but | wanted to reach 
out and grab one of them and hold it in my fist. | wanted to 
know what it would feel like for it to be mine and not hers. 

But | didn’t do it. | held my hand back, and Ozma drew the 
golden wings in. Rather than folding them up neatly like a 
bug’s wings, or a bird’s, her body just seemed to absorb 
them back into itself. If she noticed my reaction, it didn’t 
seem to bother her. 

The princess walked to the bench and sat, letting her 
scepter clatter to the ground. She tucked her legs under her 
body and stretched her arms lazily to the sky. “This is my 
favorite place in the whole Emerald City. Maybe in all of Oz,” 
Ozma said. “I’d spend days here, if they let me.” 

With an entire palace, an amazing garden filled with 
magical plants, and a whole Emerald City as a personal 
playground on top of it, | found it hard to believe that this 


drab little sitting area, with its broken bench and its muddy 
puddle, and its stunted, gray little trees—all surrounded by 
an enchanted hedge maze with obviously sinister intentions 
—was the best place the fairy princess could think to spend 
her free time. 

“Really?” | carefully sat down on the bench next to her. 
“Why?” 

She pressed a lock of her perfect hair behind her ear 
sheepishly. “Oh, who can say? It’s quiet, for one thing. No 
one bothers me in here—I don’t even think anyone else 
knows how to get in. In here, | don’t have to be a princess. 
The strange thing is that in here I’m more alone than 
anywhere else, and yet it’s the one place | don’t feel quite 
so lonely.” 

“Oh,” | said. | didn’t know how else to answer that. Who 
wouldn’t want to be the ruler of your very own magical 
kingdom? | could think of at least ten girls back home who 
would gladly claw each other’s eyes out for the privilege. 

“Maybe it’s because of what happened here,” Ozma said. 
“Maybe that’s why | like it.” 

| gave her a blank stare. | didn’t know what she was 
talking about. 

“Can't you tell? This is the place where Oz began.” 

| looked at the ring of squat little trees, branches heavy 
with round, red fruit. Pomegranate. 

| looked at the puddle, and saw that it wasn’t a puddle at 
all, but a pool that bubbled up from deep within the earth. 
Floating in the center, so tiny that I’d missed it at first, was 
a brilliant green lily pad with a vibrant red flower at the 
center, its petals as red and glittering as rubies. 

This was the spring that Lurline had found. This was where 
all of Oz’s magic came from. | was at the source of all of it. 

My shoes burned. 


Thirteen 


The peculiar sight of Aunt Em and Uncle Henry dressed in 
some of the finest clothes in Oz greeted me in the great 
drawing room of the palace. They were draped in colorful 
silks and satins and their collars were so high that they 
couldn’t turn their heads. 

It wasn’t just their clothes that had been gussied up either 
—apparently someone had seen fit to style their hairdos 
according to the latest Oz fashions. Uncle Henry’s hair had 
been swept up into a funny little triangle and his beard was 
trimmed into a sharp point. Aunt Em’s hair, freshly coiffed 
into a gigantic updo, had been dyed a ridiculous lime shade 
with emerald combs holding it tightly in place. 

Even poor Toto hadn’t been spared. He looked like a giant 
black puffball, his fur blown out so that he was twice his 
normal size. The greatest indignity of all was that they had 
tied a bright green ribbon around his neck. 

| couldn’t help but giggle at the sight. They looked 
wonderful by Oz standards of course, but | wasn’t used to 
seeing Uncle Henry out of his coveralls, or Aunt Em out of 
her gray muslin frock. 

They all glared at me. Toto snarled. 

Ozma entered the sitting room a moment after me. “My, 
don’t you look wonderful!” she exclaimed at the sight of 
them. “Like real members of the court.” They glared at her, 
too. This was as mad as I'd seen them since the time that 
the Shiffletts down the way had let the cows loose and 
they’d trampled Aunt Em’s prize petunias. 

| clasped my hands together, quickly changing the 
Subject. “I have something wonderful to tell you!” | gushed, 


hoping to sweep them up in my excitement. 

“You brought me a pair of coveralls and some old work 
boots?” Uncle Henry asked. 

| shook my head, grinning from ear to ear. “Better! 
Princess Ozma has invited the Lion and the Tin Man to come 
visit us in the palace tomorrow.” 

Ozma had informed me of the plan after we’d left the 
maze when we were heading back to the castle. She’d sent 
word to the Lion and the Tin Woodman that | was back as 
soon as she'd heard herself, and the Saw-Horse was already 
on his way to fetch them. Tomorrow, they would be here. We 
would all be together again, just like before. 

It was all more perfect than | could have imagined. It was 
so perfect that, for a minute, | let myself forget that Glinda 
was missing. There was no use fretting about it now anyway 
—when my friends arrived, we’d be able to put our heads 
together and try to figure out what had happened to her. In 
the meantime, | didn’t see the harm in enjoying myself. 

| may have shoved the thought of home conveniently from 
my mind for now, but Uncle Henry and Aunt Em weren’t 
going to let me forget it. 

They struggled to look at each other over the folds of their 
enormous clothes. 

“That’s a very lovely offer from Miss Ozma,” Uncle Henry 
said carefully. “But this has gone on long enough. It’s time 
we find your friend Glinda and head on home.” 

At the name Glinda, Ozma turned sharply toward me. 

“Glinda?” she asked. For the briefest of instants, | thought 
| saw a fire behind her green eyes. 

“Well,” | said, thinking fast. “Uncle Henry and Aunt Em do 
so want to go home. And Glinda was the one who sent me 
home last time...so...” 

“So it’s high time that we go back to the farm!” Uncle 
Henry said, nearly shouting. Aunt Em put a calming hand on 
his shoulder, but it only got him more worked up. He tugged 
at his collar. “Enough of this royal bull-pucky!” he barked. 


Then, noticing that Ozma was still standing right there, he 
got even more flustered. “I mean, begging your pardon, 
your royal Ozma.” 

The princess shook her head kindly as if she would never 
think of being offended. 

As usual, Aunt Em was slightly more diplomatic than 
Henry. Grasping my hands, she said, “I’m just not so sure 
this is the right place for us, Dorothy. We’re not cut out for 
palaces and fancy frocks like these. The only princess | ever 
knew before this was the Sunflower Princess at the state 
fair, and she’s not really a real princess at all, if you think 
about it.” 

No, | thought. She most certainly was not. “I know it all 
seems silly to you, Dorothy,” she went on. “But the farm is 
all your uncle and | have. What do you suppose the poor 
animals are eating?” 

Ozma stepped in. “Time moves differently here in Oz than 
it does back in your world,” she explained to my aunt and 
uncle patiently, even though it had already been explained 
to them. “It’s more than likely your animals haven’t even 
noticed you’ve been gone.” 

“I don’t... ,” Uncle Henry started. But he’s old-fashioned 
enough that when a princess talks to him, he listens. And at 
this moment, Ozma was acting every bit a princess. | was 
starting to see that she could turn it on and off, just like 
that. 

“You certainly wouldn’t want Dorothy to miss seeing her 
old companions, would you? And | know that the Tin 
Woodman and the Lion have been so looking forward to 
meeting you, too. Please, just stay for tomorrow’s dinner.” 

“And then?” Uncle Henry asked. 

Ozma smiled kindly. “Well,” she said. “I’m afraid Glinda 
can’t help you. She’s been missing for some time now, and 
lve already searched the kingdom high and low for her.” 
She glanced at me. “I’m sure she’s safe—nothing could 


possibly harm a witch as powerful as she is—but wherever 
she is, she’s hidden herself well.” 

Ozma had been so funny and open and warm—nothing 
like what I’d imagined. I’d heeded the Scarecrow’s warnings 
not to tell her about the shoes, or to ask directly about 
Glinda, but I’d started to mostly dismiss the idea that she 
could have done anything to her. 

Now I was unsure again. | had the strongest feeling she 
was lying to me. 

“I’m not experienced with the type of magic it would take 
to send you all back to Kansasland,” Ozma continued. Her 
warm, smooth voice had just enough of a tone of authority 
to silence my aunt and uncle into submission, for now. “But 
after tomorrow, l'Il begin looking into ways to send all of you 
back. I’m sure | can find something.” 

Uncle Henry and Aunt Em were nodding in resigned 
agreement, but | was surprised to feel my entire body 
Shaking with anger, my fists clenched so tightly they hurt. 

“No!” | shouted. The marble floors magnified the sound of 
my voice several times over, but | didn’t care. “No, no, no!” 

Aunt Em and Uncle Henry’s jaws both dropped in 
astonishment. They’d seen me lose my temper before, of 
course, but never like this. Even Ozma turned and looked at 
me like she was seeing me for the first time. 

| was surprised at myself, even. It wasn’t like me to 
behave this way. | just didn’t care. 

“I’m not going back there,” | said. “Not now, not 
tomorrow, and not ever. | belong here. We belong here. I’m 
not making the same mistake twice—you can go home 
without me if you want, but I’m not leaving.” 

Aunt Em’s eyes welled with tears and even Uncle Henry 
was speechless. 

Ozma took me by the hand. “It’s been a long day for all of 
you,” she said. “We'll talk about this again tomorrow. I’m 
sure we can work something out when our heads are 
cooler.” 


Uncle Henry and Aunt Em stared as Ozma led me out of 
the parlor. Toto hesitated for a second like he was unsure 
whose side he was supposed to be on, but by the time 
Ozma and | were climbing the grand staircase toward her 
private chambers, he was nipping at my heels. 

The princess looked at me in concern. “Dorothy,” she said. 
“What was that about?” 

Although | was still surprised at how strong my reaction 
had been, it didn’t change what | had said. “I’m not going 
back there,” | said, summoning every bit of Kansas grit | 
had. “They can’t make me.” 

“But | thought you loved Kansas,” she said, furrowing her 
brow in confusion. “You know, your story is famous here in 
Oz. We tell it all the time. And in the story we tell, the 
important part is that you wanted to go home. You could 
have stayed here, but you wanted to go back to Kansas. You 
would have done anything to get back there. Is that story 
wrong?” 

My face flushed in shame. “It’s just... ,” | started. “No. 
The story isn’t wrong. | did want to go home. | missed it. But 
once | was there, nothing was the way | remembered it. 
Once you've seen a place like Oz, nowhere else is the same 
again. How could it be?” 

“Your aunt and uncle will come around,” Ozma said with 
quiet confidence as we reached the top of the steps and 
turned down a long, dim hall that was carpeted in green 
velvet. She clasped my hand tightly in hers. “I’m sure of it. 
But for now, | think I have just the thing to cheer you up.” 


The room was full of lights. Chandeliers sparkled from the 
ceiling, and little luminescent orbs drifted around the room. 
The space was stuffed with plush velvet pillows and chairs 
and brocade lounges, and, against the far wall, several floor- 
to-ceiling mirrors set in elaborate gilt frames. The air was 
fragrant with Ozma’s perfume—bergamot and sandalwood 
and something else | couldn’t place. 


“Is this your bedroom?” | asked in awe, looking around the 
room in search of a bed. Did she sleep on a divan? Or 
maybe fairies didn’t need to sleep at all. 

Ozma giggled. “No, silly,” she said. “It’s my closet.” 

My closet back home could barely fit a coat hanger, much 
less all this furniture. 

But if it was a closet, there was something strange about 
it. Even stranger than a bedroom with no bed. “Where are 
the clothes?” 

Ozma smiled mischievously. Then she closed her eyes and 
moved her hands in the air like she was playing an invisible 
harp. The lights dimmed, and the air grew heavier, like we 
were standing in a pool of warm water. Goose bumps crept 
over my skin. 

It was magic. Real magic. 

As she moved her hands through the air, plucking unseen 
strings, | felt a rush of energy coursing through my body. A 
feeling that reminded me of the shoes. Catching a glimpse 
of myself in the mirror, | saw that she was working magic on 
me. On us. 

Our hair changed first: mine began weaving itself into a 
complex series of braids while hers whirled itself up into an 
elegantly messy chignon. Next, my clothes tingled against 
my skin. | felt buzzy all over as my dress became shorter 
and more fitted, glistening with silver embroidery across the 
chest. Sparkling bracelets appeared on my wrists, and a 
glittering necklace materialized around my neck. 

| stared at myself in the mirror. “It’s beautiful,” | said, truly 
shocked. I’d never believed | could look this a/ive before. | 
didn’t think | ever could back in Kansas—the gray sky and 
gray plains washed out everything, eventually. “I look 
beautiful.” 

“Something funny happened when | was doing the spell, 
though. | tried to give you new shoes. It didn’t work.” 

| looked down at my feet. The red heels I’d gotten for my 
birthday were still there. They looked more beautiful than 


ever with the stunning dress. | shrugged. “I guess it’s 
because they’re already perfect,” | said guiltily, hoping 
Ozma would buy it. 

She smiled. “They are beautiful,” she said. “Where did you 
get them?” 

“Birthday present.” | twirled, admiring my reflection. | 
couldn’t believe it was even me. Was it really just yesterday 
morning that | had been hauling pig slop across the field? | 
felt like someone brand-new. Someone better than | had 
been before; someone who belonged here, not there. 

Ozma was still looking at my shoes. “Who gave them to 
you?” she asked. 

“My friend Mitzi,” | said quickly. 

“| see,” Ozma said with a tight smile. “Well, your friend 
Mitzi has wonderful taste.” 

She knew something in my story wasn’t right. 

But | couldn’t tell exactly what she did know. Could she 
tell that the shoes had come from Glinda? What would 
happen if she figured out | was lying? And, finally, why had 
the Scarecrow asked me to hide the truth in the first place? 

| thought about telling her everything right there. She had 
been so nice so far, and | found it hard to believe that she 
was anything other than what she was presenting herself 
as. But my shoes were burning on my feet and their heat 
spread through my whole body. No, they seemed to be 
saying. So | followed the Scarecrow’s advice and kept my 
mouth shut. 

“Can you teach me?” | asked instead. 

“Teach you?” Ozma asked. 

“To do this.” | gestured at my new clothes. “To do magic.” 

Ozma looked at me long and hard, searching me like | was 
a puzzle to be worked out. Finally, she shook her head. 
“No,” she said softly. “I can’t. Magic is dangerous. Even for 
those of us who are native to Oz, it’s dangerous. For people 
who aren’t from here, it can be too much to handle. It can 
do... strange things to you.” 


“Strange things like what?” | was annoyed. How did Ozma 
know what | could handle? How did she know anything 
about people from my world, when | was the first that she 
had ever met? 

“It can twist you,” Ozma said. And then, as if she was 
reading my thoughts, “You know, Dorothy, you’re not the 
first visitor to come here from the outside world. The Wizard 
wasn’t the first either. There have been others, over the 
years.” 

“Who?” | asked. 

She just shook her head, like the story was too sad to tell. 
And then she brightened and flung herself onto one of her 
lounges. She threw her feet up, took off her crown, and 
dropped it carelessly to the floor. “It gets heavy,” she 
explained. “It a// gets heavy. The crown, the scepter, this big 
empty palace. It’s so much responsibility. It’s so /onely. l'm 
just happy you’re here.” 

“I’m happy I’m here, too,” | said. But | didn’t like the way 
She had changed the subject so quickly. Who were the 
others who had come here before me? What had happened 
to them? What had happened to Glinda? And what was 
Ozma keeping from me? 

“I've tried,” Ozma said. “Really, | have. At first, | thought 
Jellia and | could be the greatest of friends. But she’s so 
focused on the fact that I’m the princess, and that she’s my 
servant. | told her to stop calling me miss and Your Highness 
and that | didn’t even care if she brushed my hair and 
brought me my breakfast in the mornings. She wouldn’t 
listen. After that | invited the Patchwork Girl to come stay 
with me for a while. She’s so much fun—she’s stuffed, like 
the Scarecrow, but with cotton instead of straw, you know, 
which might be one reason for the lack of common sense 
and conversational skills. You can only keep up with 
someone like her for so long before it wears you down. But 
now that you’re here, Dorothy, it’s like I’ve finally found 


someone who I have something in common with. | just wish 
you didn’t have to go home.” 

“I’m not going home,” | said firmly. 

Ozma twisted her lips in thought. “You really don’t want 
to, do you?” she said. 

“| don’t want to and I’m not going to,” | said. My mind was 
made up. | was staying here. In Oz. In the palace. No matter 
what. 

“Well,” the princess said after a bit. “We'll just have to 
make your aunt and uncle understand, then, won’t we?” She 
stood up and faced me. She took my hands in hers. 

| wanted to trust her. | wanted to be her friend. But as | 
looked back into her big, glittering eyes, she averted her 
gaze for just the briefest moment, and | knew that she was 
hiding something from me. She'd said we were friends and | 
believed her but something gnawed at me—and it wasn’t 
just Glinda, or the Scarecrow’s warnings. 


The bedroom that Jellia escorted me to after dinner was 
everything | had dreamed. It was three times as big as my 
room back in Kansas, with a panoramic window that looked 
out over the shimmering Emerald City skyline. 

There was a huge vanity and a jewelry box overflowing 
with earrings and bracelets and necklaces, any one of which 
| was sure would have cost more than Uncle Henry earned in 
a year back in Kansas. The ebony wardrobe in the corner 
was stuffed with any kind of gown | could imagine, not to 
mention more than a few that | never would have been able 
to dream up on my own. 

This was what | had wanted. Sitting alone in the field back 
in Kansas, covered in pig slop, with Miss Millicent in my lap, | 
had made a wish without even realizing it, and the wish had 
come true. 

It was too good to be true, though. As | stood in front of 
the open wardrobe, wondering which dress to try on first, | 
had an itchy feeling in the back of my head that was telling 


me Ozma knew me too well. Like she was giving me all this 
because she knew it was what | wanted, and that she 
thought that if she kept me happy, | wouldn’t question her. 

She had seemed so adamant when I’d asked her to teach 
me magic. Adamant, and a little sad, like it was exactly what 
she’d been afraid of. And she’d certainly been interested in 
my shoes. 

Of course, the shoes were magic. lI’d already figured out 
they were more than just a key that had unlocked the door 
to Oz for me. The way they’d been impossible to take off my 
feet for the Scarecrow, the strange feelings that had come 
from them all along my journey: all of that had suggested 
they could do more than | knew. And, of course, there was 
the way they had seemed to help me fight off the 
Screaming Trees in the forest. 

Maybe I was a little afraid of them. 

But Glinda had sent them to me to bring me here, | was 
certain of it. 

And really—it seemed ridiculous that Ozma should be so 
against me doing magic. This was the Land of Oz. There was 
magic in the earth, in the air. 

At the same time, it seemed obvious that she had figured 
out there was more to the shoes than | was telling. | was 
fairly certain she knew at least part of the truth. If she really 
didn’t want me doing magic, why hadn’t she taken them 
away from me? 

What if she knew she couldn’t? What if she was afraid of 
them, too? 

What if my shoes were the key to finding Glinda? 

It all made a certain upside-down sense. Last time I'd 
been to Oz, I’d had the power in my Silver Shoes all along, 
and | hadn’t even realized it. It would be incredibly stupid to 
make the same mistake twice. 

So | sat down on the edge of my bed and tried to call for 
the Sorceress. | knocked my heels together. | squeezed my 


eyes shut and tried to conjure her kind, motherly spirit. | 
pictured her smiling, impossibly beautiful face. 

Something was happening. | could feel the red shoes 
trying as hard as | was. They constricted on my feet; they 
burned and tingled, glowing with energy. A few times, | even 
felt like | was getting somewhere: | could feel the Good 
Witch’s presence filling the room. Once, | even thought | 
smelled her perfume. But, no matter what | did, she didn’t 
appear. 

| could feel the magic inside myself. | could practically see 
it sparking from my fingertips as | waved them through the 
air trying to bring her forth. Still nothing. 

Maybe it was just that | needed to start with something 
smaller. 

| walked to the vanity, sat down, and looked at myself. | 
examined my face closely. | thought about what Ozma had 
done earlier that day—about the way she had woven her 
fingers through the air and changed my hair and my 
clothes, and | wondered if | could do the same. So | closed 
my eyes. 

And | know it sounds strange of me. | don’t even know 
where it came from. | know, but | imagined myself as a giant 
tree standing in the center of the Road of Yellow Brick, with 
roots that spread out from my feet and pushed deep into 
the core of Oz, drawing up magic like it was water. | 
imagined that Oz was feeding me. That was sort of what my 
shoes had felt like on the Road of Yellow Brick—like the roots 
of a tree that connected me to Oz. 

| could feel it working. | could feel the power filling my 
body, and the more it did, the hungrier it made me. | felt 
more alive than | ever had before. | felt like | could do 
anything. 

But | was going to start small. | squeezed my eyes, 
touched my hair, and imagined the magic working on it. | 
imagined it changing colors, flipping through all the different 
possibilities the rainbow had to offer until | landed on the 


most beautiful color | could: pink. The pink of a sunset. The 
pink of Glinda’s dress. 

And when | saw myself staring back from the mirror, a 
lock of hair tumbled across my forehead, and it was even 
pinker than | had hoped. 

| had done it. | had performed real magic. If | could change 
the color of my hair, what else could | do? 

Well, | had the whole night to find out, didn’t I? 

Once | started, | almost couldn’t stop. Some things were 
beyond me—| spent close to an hour trying to make myself 
fly, and the closest | could manage was something along the 
lines of a little bunny hop that probably wasn’t magic at all. | 
tried to make myself invisible, but all | accomplished was a 
distressing pallor in my complexion. And try as | might, | just 
couldn’t bring back Glinda. 

However, there was p/enty that | could do. Oh, just little 
things—useless things, really—but little is relative when 
you're a girl from the prairie. 

| transformed a crumpled-up stocking into a little mouse 
that Toto chased furiously around the room before reacting 
with utter shock when it turned right back into a sock. He 
turned to glare reproachfully at me when he saw that | was 
doubled over with laughter in bed. | gave myself a lovely 
manicure; | made a fountain pen float across the room. | 
made a pair of earrings disappear from my jewelry box and 
reappear underneath my pillow. | didn’t have to knock my 
heels to do any of it, but | found that if something was 
proving difficult, it did help. 

| turned the pink stripe in my hair green, then purple, and 
finally gold before | decided that | liked my hair just fine the 
way it was before, and | waved it all away with a thought. 

Once | started, it seemed like there was almost no end to 
it. All | had to do was think of something, and if | thought 
hard enough, | could at least nudge it toward reality. With a 
little practice—and a bit more imagination—I was certain | 
would be able to manage much more. 


| fell asleep, still in my clothes, just as the sun was coming 
up, filled with happiness. | was in Oz, and in just a few hours 
| would be reunited with my old friends the Lion and the Tin 
Woodman. | was in my own beautiful room in the Emerald 
palace, and, for now, no one—not even Aunt Em and Uncle 
Henry—could make me leave. 

Best of all, | had magic. It was mine, and Ozma herself 
couldn't take it away from me. 


Fourteen 


| hadn’t even stepped all the way into the great hall the next 
morning when | was tackled. A ball of golden fur came flying 
right for me, knocking me backward onto the carpeted floor 
of the hallway. A big, wet tongue licked my face. 

It only took me a short moment to figure out what was 
going on. “Lion!” | squealed, wrapping my arms around him. 
Or, at least as far around as they would go. “Is it really 
you?” 

“Who else would it be?” he asked in a low rumble, drawing 
back onto his haunches and licking his lips, gazing down on 
me kindly. 

The Lion looked different than | remembered—he was 
bigger and wilder now, his yellow-brown mane tangled and 
matted, his arms and legs more powerful. When I'd first met 
him, the Lion had been timid and frightened, startling at the 
slightest sound. Even after the Wizard had given him his 
courage, he’d seemed as if he didn’t quite know how to be 
brave. Now, | could see, he’d grown into it. 

“I can’t believe it’s really you,” | said breathlessly, sitting 
up and blinking. 

“And not just me either,” the Lion replied. “Look who else 
is here to see you.” 

At the long banquet table inside the great hall, another 
familiar face rose to his feet, grinning from ear to ear. The 
Tin Woodman stood and held out a rose. “My dear,” he said, 
presenting the flower almost shyly. “I didn’t think it was 
possible for my heart to get any bigger, but seeing you 
again, it feels about to burst.” 


| just ran to him. | didn’t bother taking the flower; | just 
flung myself against him, planting a kiss on his cheek. And if 
you didn’t think tin could blush then, well, you should have 
seen his face at that moment. 

Aunt Em and Uncle Henry were seated at the table, 
looking on at the scene politely. | was embarrassed to see 
that they were back in their tatty old clothes and, though 
Em’s hair was still green, she and Henry both had combed 
their new ‘dos back into as close to their normal styles as 
they would go. They just wouldn’t accept any changes. 

Ozma had said we’d get them to come around, but | didn’t 
see how we ever would. 

While Toto and the Lion wrestled playfully on the marble 
floor, | joined everyone else at the table. 

“It’s so nice to see old friends reunited,” Ozma said, 
raising a champagne glass, filled with something purple, ina 
toast. “Here’s to Dorothy—beloved by all who meet her.” 

“I think a certain Wicked Witch would disagree with you 
there,” | said, but | clinked with everyone—even Em and 
Henry. 

The table was covered in everything you could want for 
breakfast—and a lot of things I’d never thought to want. 

There were fantastical fruits that sang witchy, enchanting 
little songs when you weren't looking at them and fresh 
eggs with bright yellow speckles that cooked themselves 
however you wanted as soon as you cracked them open 
onto your plate. There were oddly shaped pastries and a 
rainbow of juices in little crystal pitchers. Some of the food 
seemed like a bit of a nuisance, really—like the sticky buns 
that wouldn’t let go of the plate and the flapjacks that 
flipped out of your way when you tried to take one—but it 
was definitely the most exciting breakfast I’d seen in all my 
life. 

| helped myself to a little bit of everything, chattering in 
excitement as | heaped food onto my plate. 


“You have to tell me everything!” | said. “Everything that’s 
happened since l’ve been gone. The Scarecrow told me a 
bit, but, Lion, have you really been living up in the 
mountains with all the beasts? And—oh!” 

| let out a scream as a piece of toast that | had just 
dropped onto my plate burst into flames. 

Everyone laughed—even Aunt Em and Uncle Henry. 

“Same thing happened to me,” Henry said, as the flame 
grew. “| venture to say my scream was even higher pitched 
than yours. Just wait.” 

| waited, and when the flame burned out, a piping-hot 
glazed doughnut was sitting on my plate. It practically 
melted in my mouth as | bit into it. 

“Tin Woodman,” | asked, still chewing. “How is Winkie 
Country now that the Wicked Witch of the West is gone? Are 
the Winged Monkeys happy these days? | hope that you’ve 
found yourself a lady to keep you company, now that you 
have your new heart and all.” 

The Tin Woodman’s metal cheeks flushed with a glow 
even rosier than before. “I can’t say | have,” he said. “But 
I’ve been very happy anyway.” 

“Happier now that you’re here, Dorothy,” the Scarecrow 
said. “We all miss you.” 

“We've all missed you,” the Lion said, finally turning his 
attention to those of us at the table. He picked Toto up in his 
jaws and carried him by the scruff of his neck over to me, 
dropping my panting dog into my lap. 

“And there’s so much for you to see and do,” the Tin 
Woodman said. “Oz has changed so much since you went 
away. With the witches killed and the Wizard gone, it’s a 
much happier place now. You won’t believe your eyes when 
we visit Polychrome at the Rainbow Falls. And your aunt and 
uncle are going to love Sky Island.” 

“Oh, | don’t think so,” Henry interrupted. | knew what was 
coming before the words were out. “We're not going to have 


time for sightseeing. We have to get back to Kansas just as 
soon as we're able to.” 

| rolled my eyes openly and took a blueberry scone from a 
tray in the center of the table. As soon as it was in my hand, 
another one appeared on the tray to take its place. 

“Don’t you and Em have anything better to do than bother 
us with more boring Kansas talk?” | asked with every bit of 
fake-sweetness | could muster. “Maybe there are some slop 
buckets in the garden that you can haul around all day. Or a 
field to plow?” 

Henry’s jaw dropped in surprise at my sudden rudeness. | 
have to admit, | was surprised at myself, too, but | really 
didn’t see why he had to keep picking at me like this when 
he could see perfectly well how much it upset me. Still, | 
didn’t want to embarrass everyone with another nasty 
argument. 

| decided to try something. | looked him square in the eye 
and focused on my shoes, feeling them grow warm. 

Using magic to control another human being wasn’t 
anything that had even occurred to me when | had been 
practicing back in my room. Of course, | knew it wasn’t 
right, and | promised myself | wouldn’t make a habit of it. 
But if | could use the power | had to make my aunt and 
uncle see that staying in Oz was the only sensible choice for 
us, well wasn’t that a case where we all got what we 
wanted? 

With every bit of confidence that | was doing the thing 
that was more than justified, | invited the magic in. With just 
a thought, | pulled it up through my body and then directed 
it out at my uncle, imagining him saying the words | wanted 
to hear. 

“I think your aunt and | are going to go take a walk,” he 
muttered stiffly, just as if | had scripted it myself. Well, | had, 
hadn’t |? “After all, there’s so much to see in this beautiful 
land, and | want to take in every single bit of it if it takes me 
all year.” 


Aunt Em looked too surprised to question him when Henry 
pulled himself away from the banquet table and took her 
hand to get up. Without even saying good-bye, they walked 
mechanically out of the room. 

The Scarecrow and the Lion and the Tin Woodman were all 
staring at their backs, confused at what had just happened. 
“Lovely to meet you!” the Tin Woodman called after them, 
but they were already gone. 

Ozma was the only one not watching my aunt and uncle 
go. She was looking at me. “Dorothy... ,” she said. 

| cut her off. “Thank goodness,” | sighed. “Finally, we can 
have a real conversation without all their bothersome 
complaining.” 

Ozma nodded slowly, her brow furrowing in concern. 
Frustration started to boil beneath my skin. She was just as 
bad as they were, in her own way. But she let the issue drop, 
for now at least, and silently took another dainty sip of her 
fizzy purple drink. 

| wasn’t going to let her ruin my reunion with my best 
friends—my only friends, really. Actually, | wanted to jump 
for joy. | had just done magic. Real, live, actual magic! It 
hadn’t even been that difficult. I’d just imagined what | 
wanted Henry to do, and he’d done it, like he was a 
marionette and | was standing over him pulling the strings. 
If that was all it took, they would never be able to make me 
go back to Kansas. And imagine what else | could do. 

| knew, suddenly, that the shoes weren’t just meant to get 
me back to Oz. They were meant to teach me things. To 
show me what Ozma—the spoilsport!—wouldn’t. 

Now the Tin Woodman was waxing on about the beauty of 
Sky Island with its rivers of lemonade and its cloud 
mountains, and how he so wished we could all visit it 
together. The Scarecrow was listening closely, interrupting 
from time to time with a detail the Tin Woodman had 
forgotten, and the Lion roamed around the room restlessly, 


with Toto following after him like—well, like a puppy, 
actually. 

Through it all, Ozma was cheerful and bright-eyed, happy 
to be part of the conversation, but every now and then 
she'd glance over at me searchingly, like she was looking 
for something. 

| kept wishing that she would just leave. | had to talk to 
my friends. Alone. The Scarecrow knew it, too. He kept 
suggesting things to her—things like, “Oh, it’s getting late, 
isn’t it time for you to go find Jellia and discuss your 
schedule for the day?” But Ozma didn’t take the bait. | 
wondered if she was just having a good time or if there was 
more to it—if maybe she didn’t trust us to be alone together. 

It was risky to try using magic on her. Doing a little spell 
on my uncle was bound to be different than doing it on a 
fairy who already knew a thing or two about spells herself. 
Then again, my shoes were powerful. When she’d given me 
my makeover yesterday, her own magic hadn’t even been 
able to touch them. If they were powerful, it meant that / 
was powerful, too. Maybe even more powerful than she was. 

So | gave it a spin. | changed her mind. This time, | tried to 
be more precise about what | was doing, so she wouldn’t be 
able to detect it and fight back. 

| envisioned the magic as a tendril of ruby-red smoke, as 
thin and delicate as the smoke rings that Henry sometimes 
blew to make me laugh when he was smoking his pipe. | 
pulled it up from my shoes and sent it drifting invisibly 
across the table to burrow itself into Ozma’s ear. 

A distant, distracted look made its way across her face. 
She looked as though she was trying to remember 
something. “I... ,” she said. 

Go, | commanded silently. As soon as | thought the word, 
Ozma’s expression resolved itself into one of surprised 
realization. 

“Please excuse me,” she said. “I think | left something in 
my chambers. Give me just a few minutes.” With that, she 


stood up, set her napkin down, and hurried out. 

He didn’t say anything, but | was pretty sure | saw the 
Scarecrow smirk approvingly in my direction. 

It wasn’t right. | do realize that. People aren’t little 
marionettes to be pulled this way and that without their say- 
so in the matter. On the other hand, just because it wasn’t 
right didn’t mean it wasn’t fun. 

As soon as Her Royal Highness was out of earshot, he 
turned to me. 

“Did you learn anything?” he asked. “Do you know where 
Glinda is?” 

Everyone looked at me eagerly. Apparently the Scarecrow 
had filled them all in on his suspicions. Our suspicions, now. 

“We've been waiting to hear,” the Lion rumbled. “We’ve 
all had our doubts about the princess from the very get-go. 
The way she just marched in here and acted like she owned 
the place. As if the Scarecrow here hadn’t been ruling 
perfectly well in her absence.” 

The Tin Woodman set his fork down. “And where did she 
come from? How do we even know she’s the real princess? 
Just because she says so? She'll offer up no explanation for 
where she'd been. I’m the governor of Winkie Country and 
the gentlest soul in all the land—you would think she would 
feel that she owed at least me an explanation. With my 
heart, | would be sure to understand.” 

| leaned in and whispered. “I’m almost certain the 
princess is keeping something from me,” | confessed. “l 
don’t Know what, but...” 

“Oh dear,” the Tin Woodman said, a grave expression on 
his face. 

“My brains almost never fail me,” the Scarecrow said. 
“And | truly think Ozma had something to do with Glinda’s 
disappearance. She’s never showed more than the most 
cursory concern for the Sorceress’s whereabouts. Dorothy, 
you're back here for a reason. You have to find our friend. 


But keep your wits about you. Ozma may seem sweet. But 
everything | know tells me she’s dangerous.” 

“I have to agree,” the Tin Woodman said. “I can feel it in 
the bottom of my heart.” 

The Lion just growled softly. 

| knew they were all right. But... 

| wasn’t afraid of her. Suddenly | wasn’t afraid of anything. 
There was real power in my shoes. | could feel it. Every time 
| used them to cast a Spell, | could feel myself getting 
better, stronger. And | wanted more. 

Why should | be afraid? She was the one who should be 
afraid of me. 


Fifteen 


We spent hours sitting around the breakfast table. Long 
after the plates had cleared themselves and the morning 
had passed into afternoon, we'd laughed and 
commiserated, retelling stories of our old adventures and 
some new stories, too. 

The Lion told me all about his adventures in the Northern 
lands—exotic by even Oz standards—and the Tin Woodman 
told me all about his experiences governing the unruly 
Winkie folk. 

| told the story of my sixteenth birthday party, and | saw 
that it had moved my tin friend so greatly that a tear was 
trickling down his metal face. 

“Oh dear,” he said, when he saw that | had caught him in 
his tenderheartedness. He dabbed at his face with a napkin. 
“This heart of mine is a wonderful gift, but it does make rust 
a significant concern.” 

Soon after, he and the Scarecrow decided it was time to 
go tidy themselves up. The Lion ventured off to the forest 
just outside the city for his afternoon jog. | was still trying to 
decide what / was going to do with what was left of my day 
when Jellia Jamb, Ozma’s handmaid, appeared, summoning 
me to meet the princess in the garden. 

The day was sunny and warm, and | found her sitting on a 
wrought-iron bench next to a tinkling fountain. She was 
looking fondly at a tiny little Pixie who was perched on her 
extended finger. They seemed to be deep in conversation. 

“Oh!” Ozma exclaimed when she saw me approaching. 
The Pixie went fluttering away. “The little thing was just 
telling me the silliest joke. Everyone else thinks these Pixies 


are so irritating, but | think they're amusing. Anyway, 
they’re part of Oz, aren’t they? And everything here has its 
place in the order of things.” 

Is she kidding? | wondered. This Little Miss Sunshine act 
would make Shirley Temple herself want to tap-dance right 
off a cliff. 

“Anyway,” she said brightly. “I wanted to talk to you about 
something.” 

| folded my arms and prepared myself for the haughty 
lecture she was about to give me. About how I'd lied to her 
about the shoes, about how she had warned me not to do 
magic, and how I'd had the nerve to disobey her. About how 
reckless she thought | was being. 

Maybe she didn’t know it, but even if | was in Oz, | was 
still a citizen of the United States, and where | came from 
we didn’t put much stock in self-appointed monarchs—no 
matter whether their blood was blue or purple or sprinkled 
with fairy dust. 

Sometimes even a princess can surprise you, though. 
think I’d like to throw you a big party,” Ozma said. “What do 
you think about that?” 

She had caught me off guard. “What kind of party?” | 
asked, suspicious. A party? | was sure she’d seen what I'd 
done at the breakfast table. Even if she hadn’t felt me 
magicking her, she had to have noticed me casting a Spell 
on Henry. I’d seen the expression on her face. Now she 
wanted to throw me a party? There had to be some sort of 
catch. 

Ozma stood up and did a playful little pirouette across the 
grass, and | remembered suddenly that, fairy princess or 
not, she was really just a girl. A girl who was lonely—a girl 
who had been waiting and waiting for someone like me to 
keep her company. She needed me. Maybe she was willing 
to let a spell here and there slide. What’s a little magic 
between girlfriends, right? 


“| 


“Oh, a wonderful party,” she said dreamily. “I don’t 
Suppose you're sick of your birthday already, are you?” 

“Sixteen /s a big one,” | allowed hesitantly. 

“Perfect!” she exclaimed. “It’s been too long since | threw 
a ball. We so rarely have an occasion. | don’t even know 
when my own birthday /s—isn’t that terrible? But all of Oz 
loves a party, and the whole city’s already abuzz with your 
return. A celebration is in order!” 

| had to admit | liked the sound of it. “The party Aunt Em 
threw for me was... well, it wasn’t quite what either of us 
hoped,” | said. “Maybe this can be a do-over. I’m sure it 
would make her happy, too, to get it right this time.” 

Ozma clapped her hands. “Of course! A do-over!” She said 
the word as if she had never heard it before, as if she was 
savoring each syllable as it rolled off her tongue. “We'll 
invite everyone,” she said. “The Munchkins, the Winkies, 
even the Nomes and the Pixies and the Winged Monkeys 
and all of Oz’s most important personalities. Polychrome will 
come from the Rainbow Falls; and | hope the Wogglebug can 
tear himself away from his classes at the university. We'll 
even invite General Jinjur—though I’m sure she won’t make 
it. She’s not much for dances.” Ozma rolled her eyes. “l 
have to tell you about Jinjur and her all-girl army sometime.” 

| sat on the bench and studied her as she drifted into a 
party-planning reverie. To think I’d almost sympathized with 
her when she’d complained about the burdens of royalty. If 
this was the extent of her duties, it didn’t seem so bad at 
all. 

Still . . . a party. For me. What better way for me to 
announce my return to Oz for good? 

Ozma slid back down onto the bench beside me and 
draped a slender arm over my shoulder. Her wrist of bangles 
glinted in the sunlight. 

“And,” she said, raising her eyebrows in conspiracy, “it will 
be the perfect way to show your aunt and uncle what fun it 
is here. Once they’ve seen a royal ball, they'll never think of 


going home. You won’t even need to use those special shoes 
of yours to convince them.” 

The words hung in the air. So there it was. I’d almost let 
her trick me into buying her act. 

“| don’t know what you mean,” | sniffed. | wasn’t fooling 
anyone, naturally—she knew, and | knew she knew, and she 
knew | knew she knew—but | didn’t want to give her the 
satisfaction of hearing me come clean. 

“Oh, Dorothy,” she said. “You don’t need to hide it. | knew 
those shoes were enchanted from the moment | laid eyes on 
them. And | don’t blame you for experimenting with them. 
Magic can be quite intoxicating.” Her eyes darkened. “Too 
intoxicating,” she said, the singsong of her voice giving way 
to sternness. “So let’s just get them off, okay? That way you 
won't be tempted.” 

She twirled a finger and pointed it at my feet, at my 
beautiful, shiny shoes. A green spark sizzled from her 
fingertip, zigzagged through the air, and bounced right off 
my heel. The shoes glowed in response to the insult, but 
they didn’t budge. 

Ozma frowned, seeing that her spell hadn’t worked. | was 
already on my feet. | spun around and faced her in a rage. 

“They're mine,” | said. “She gave them to me, and you 
can’t do anything about it.” 

Ozma’s mild smile didn’t flicker. She was one cool 
cucumber when she set her mind to it, | had to give her that 
much. “She?” the princess asked, cocking her head to the 
side. 

“Don’t play innocent,” | hissed. “Neither of us was born 
yesterday. You know who she is. Glinda. What, were you 
jealous of her? Did you want her out of the way so you could 
keep all the power for yourself?” 

Ozma put a hand to her cheek like she’d just been 
Slapped. She shook her head. “You’re not in your right mind. 
Those shoes. The magic is already beginning to twist you. 
The way it did with...” 


| didn’t care to let her finish. | was too upset. Rightfully so, 
| should say! Glinda had been the one who had watched 
over Oz while she’d been off wherever she was, and Ozma 
had gone and done away with her without so much as a 
how-do-you-do. She had some nerve playing innocent with 
me now—as if it was anything other than a power grab 
worthy of a true tyrant. “A Scarecrow’s one thing,” | said, 
sneering openly. “You surely got him out of the palace fast 
enough. A Sorceress, though, that’s another story, isn’t it? 
Couldn’t have her mucking things up for you, now could 
you?” 

Ozma bit her lip and looked away like she couldn’t believe 
what she was hearing. “Glinda didn’t have Oz’s best 
interests at heart,” she murmured. “Trust me, Dorothy. | 
know that she was kind to you, but the Sorceress is not 
everything that she appears at first. | had no choice. It’s my 
duty to keep Oz safe.” 

“Naturally,” | said. “After all, you’re the one true ruler, and 
everyone else can just fall in line. Why, you call yourself a 
fairy, but you’re no better than a wicked witch. And you 
know my history with them.” 

Ozma’s gaze turned steely at my threat, and | knew that 
She was through with arguing. She rose to her feet. 

“| need the shoes. Now.” Ozma reached for her scepter on 
the bench. “It’s for your own good.” 

| didn’t give her a chance to get to it. 

It was easy-peasy this time. | barely even had to think 
about what | was doing. With every spell | cast, | was 
becoming more powerful. It was like my shoes were doing 
the work for me. 

This time, | could actually see the magic with my own two 
eyes as it unspooled from my palm as a gauzy scarlet 
thread and curled toward her. Ozma could see it, too: her 
eyes widened in dismay and she took an unsteady step 
back. | guess she hadn’t expected this. 


That would teach her to underestimate me, Dorothy Gale, 
the Witchslayer herself. There was nothing she could do. My 
magic was already twisting its way into her skull like a 
corkscrew. 

Her gaze turned to mush. The side of her mouth drooped 
a bit. 

| felt a sick joy in my chest as | used the magical filament 
like a piece of dental floss, pulling back and forth with my 
mind, carefully scraping Ozma’s memory clean of our 
conversation. 

When I’d changed Uncle Henry’s mind just a few hours 
ago, l’d sworn to myself that | wouldn’t do it again. But then 
| had, just a few minutes later. And now | was /iterally 
changing Ozma’s mind. Sprucing it up and making it 
presentable the way one would change the sheets on the 
bed. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, | had the vaguest 
notion that / was the one being wicked. But | found that | 
didn’t care. In fact, | almost enjoyed it. 

| made her forget the shoes, and our talk of Glinda, and 
the incident with Uncle Henry at the breakfast table. When | 
was done, | was just Dorothy Gale, her dear friend and 
confidante, a spunky, headstrong girl from Kansas to whom 
the people of Oz—her loyal subjects—owed a debt of 
gratitude. Or three. A girl with an unusually lovely pair of 
red high heels. 

| let her keep the party idea, though. No point in throwing 
the baby out with the bathwater, is there? 


Sixteen 


Over the next week, Ozma put all thoughts of ruling the 
kingdom aside as she made plans for what she promised me 
would be the grandest event Oz had seen in most people’s 
lifetimes. Every day, chefs, bakers, dressmakers, and party 
planners visited the palace, each one of them bursting with 
wild ideas and begging for the princess’s favor. 

| was pleased to notice that they also took a special 
interest in me. Every new visitor who passed through the 
palace stopped to shake my hand, or to give me a kiss on 
the cheek and to marvel at what a wonder it was to have 
the famous Dorothy Gale back in Oz. 

| half expected Ozma to be jealous of all the attention | 
was getting. But she masked it well, and never failed to 
appear delighted when yet another one of her subjects 
treated me as if / was just as important as she—maybe even 
more important. One day, when a little furry Nome peddling 
jeweled goblets thanked me for ridding the land of the 
witches, | almost wanted to wink at him and whisper in his 
ear, “Just you wait. My work isn’t done quite yet.” 

Except for one thing: ever since I'd flossed Ozma’s brain, | 
was having a hard time hating her. In fact, when | set aside 
the unfortunate fact that she had imprisoned Glinda and 
tried to steal my shoes, we were getting on well. 

We spent our days planning the menu and picking out 
decorations: bright, blooming flowers that changed colors 
every time you looked away; handfuls of stardust sprinkled 
over everything—we even coaxed the Wandering Water to 
form a babbling brook around the outside of the ballroom. | 
have to say, it put to shame the streamers and tea candles 


that passed for lavish back in Kansas. We spent countless 
hours lying on the grass in the garden, threading flowers 
through our hair, speculating about who was coming to the 
party and daydreaming about the possibility that there 
might be a few suitable princes in attendance. 

My spell had done the trick—she had no recollection of our 
fight by the fountain, or of the controversy over my magic 
Shoes. As far as she knew, we were just friends. 

In fact, Ozma was starting to feel like the closest | had to a 
best friend. It had been so long since I’d had a friend like 
that. Of course, the Lion and the Tin Woodman and the 
Scarecrow were my loyal friends and the most wonderful 
companions anyone could hope to have, but they were 
different. It wasn’t like having a girlfriend my own age. 

All the Scarecrow ever wanted to talk about was his 
magnificent brains, which made me wonder what good was 
it to be the greatest mind in all the kingdom if you never 
actually thought about anything except your own 
intelligence. 

The Tin Woodman spent most of his time in the palace’s 
musty old library with his nose in boring old books of love 
poetry. When | agreed to let him read one aloud to me, | was 
so mortified at how romantic it was that | could barely stand 
to look at him afterward. 

As for the Lion—well, he was usually off in the woods, 
hunting or whatever it is lions do in their alone time. When 
he did deign to set foot on the palace grounds, he could 
barely go ten minutes before his newfound courage got the 
best of him and he tried to pick a fight with the first palace 
servant who crossed his path. 

With the three of them as my only other choices for 
company, who could blame me for preferring to spend my 
days dreaming and party planning with Oz’s sweet little 
despot? At least she was capable of carrying on a real 
conversation. And she seemed to actually want to spend 


time with me. | just had to be careful not to do any magic 
around her. 

| knew now that | could subdue her, if necessary—just 
wash her brain clear of any tension between us. But to be 
honest, | felt a little uneasy about having to do it again. Why 
go to the trouble? 


“Can | ask you a question?” Ozma asked one afternoon, just 
a few days before my ball when we were in her closet trying 
on party outfits for the umpteenth time. | nodded absently, 
trying to decide between slinky silk or dramatic tulle and 
chiffon—I was leaning toward slinky. 

| must admit, it felt like such a sweet victory to think that 
I'd be celebrating my sixteenth birthday again, like this, 
after the disaster of the first party. 

Ozma turned and fixed me with a penetrating look. “Why 
do you live with your aunt and uncle?” she asked, out of 
nowhere. “What happened to your mother and father?” 

| paused in surprise. “Oh,” | said quietly. It wasn’t the kind 
of question | was expecting. 


“I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have .. . it must be such a sad 
story. You don’t have to talk about it.” 
| shrugged. “No,” | said. “It’s all right. | don’t even 


remember them. My mother died when she gave birth to 
me, and my father was killed just a few months later. There 
was an accident with a plow. | know I should miss them, but 
it’s hard to be sad about people you never even knew.” 

Ozma smiled in sympathy. 

“What about you?” | asked. “You’ve never mentioned your 
parents at all, | don’t think. Just Lur-whoozit.” 

Ozma passed her hand down the length of her body and 
her emerald-green dress turned to bloodred. 

“Maybe add a train?” | suggested. 

“Perhaps. No, they’re so easy to trip over. Think of how 
embarrassing that would be.” 


“You can have a team of Munchkins on hand just to hold it 
up,” | said, and we both laughed over the absurdity of the 
idea. 

“The truth is,” Ozma said, when we had recovered. “l 
don’t have parents. | never did.” 

“You must have at some point. Everyone has parents.” 

“Everyone except fairies,” she said. “I was born from the 
pool in the center of the maze. Remember that little red 
flower, floating in the pool?” 

“Yes,” | said, vaguely remembering. 

“That’s where | came from. The next princess is 
somewhere in there, biding her time. When the flower is big 
and full and about to shed its petals, it means she’s close to 
being born, and l'Il know that it’s time for me to go rejoin 
Lurline and my people. l'Il go off to find them, and my 
successor will rise up out of that flower to take my place. Of 
course, it takes a very long time, and after she’s born she'll 
be a baby for a bit—that’s when Oz is most vulnerable. 
That’s how the Wizard managed to do away with me the 
first time.” 

“How strange,” | said. “But where did he send you? I’ve 
been wondering.” 

“Does it matter?” Ozma asked. 

“Why wouldn’t it?” 

“Does it matter that you’re from Kansas? You’re here now. 
The past is gone. Especially in Oz—that’s the way time 
works. In Oz, it’s always right now.” 

| thought about it for a moment. It d/d matter. | didn’t 
necessarily like to think about where | was from, and | 
certainly didn’t want to go back there, but it had made me 
who | was, just as much as my trip to Oz had made me who 
| was. 

Wherever Ozma had been had made her who she was, 
too. How could it not have? 

And who was she, really? Was she the sweet, charming 
new friend I’d made—a girl who wanted nothing more than 


to try on dresses and plan parties—or was she the regal, 
majestic, fairy princess I’d seen that day in the hedge 
maze? 

Was she the girl who would do anything to be a good ruler 
to a kingdom she didn’t even really want, or was she so 
desperate for power that she had banished Glinda to some 
terrible, faraway place to get her out of the way, just the 
same way the Wizard, once upon a time, had done to Ozma 
herself? 

It didn’t occur to me that maybe she could be both. All | 
knew was that | had to find out the truth. 

So even though | knew it was risky, | cast a spell. | knew | 
couldn’t be too obvious this time. Ozma may have looked 
sweet and innocent, but she was dangerous, too. She was a 
fairy. If she had done something to Glinda, she might be 
able to do it to me, too, if | wasn’t careful. 

| gave her just the tiniest little nudge. | had been 
practicing at night, in my room alone, and | was getting 
better at using the magic. | didn’t have to knock my shoes 
together anymore; | didn’t even need to feel the tingling in 
my feet. The magic wasn’t just in the shoes. It was in every 
bit of my body, and all | had to do was take a tiny little piece 
of it and send it out into the world to bring me back what | 
wanted. 

There in Ozma’s dressing room, | looked down at my 
fingertip and saw a little red butterfly sitting on it, glowing 
and pulsing its jeweled little wings. 

Tell me, | told it, without speaking the words aloud. And 
the butterfly took flight. It fluttered into the air and circled 
around Ozma’s head in a scattered halo. 

“Dorothy?” Ozma said. “Are you okay? You have the 
strangest look on your face.” 

The butterfly landed on her forehead. She didn’t react. 
She didn’t seem to notice it. 

“What are you thinking about?” Ozma asked, looking deep 
into my eyes. “You look like you’re a million miles away.” 


Tell me, | thought. Tell me where Glinda is. 

The butterfly crawled across her brow, like it was looking 
for a way into her mind, and then it disappeared—just 
evaporated in a tiny puff of red dust. | had lost it. 

Ozma didn’t seem to know what had just happened, | 
don’t think. But her mind was still her own. Her magic was 
more powerful than she let on. 

| knew then, without a doubt, that she was the one who 
had done something to Glinda. You don’t guard secrets that 
you don’t have in the first place. And there was definitely 
something in her mind that she was guarding closely. 

“Yes,” | said. “I was thinking of my mother.” 

It was a lie, and it wasn’t. | had been thinking of Glinda, 
who was as close to a mother as I’d ever had. Closer than 
my own mother had ever been, that’s for sure. Closer than 
Aunt Em was, even. 

Glinda had brought me here. She had helped me get 
home to Kansas, once upon a time, when it was all | wanted 
in the world. | had to find her. | had to help her. Even Ozma 
—as lovely a friend as she could be—wasn’t going to stand 
in my way. 


The night before the ball, | walked into my bedchambers. | 
knew that it was important to get a good night’s sleep, but 
there was so much on my mind that it was impossible to 
quiet it. 

Toto was curled in the corner, asleep, dreaming about 
whatever it is that dogs dream about. 

Without even having to think about it, | used my magic to 
strip my dress off; to untie the ribbons that held my hair into 
plaits. | sent them drifting off to the corner of the room, 
where | let them drop into a messy pile. | let an ethereal 
nightgown slip over my head. The shoes, of course, stayed 
on. | never took them off. | couldn’t even if | tried. 

| levitated myself off the floor and floated myself to my 
bed, letting myself drop gently onto the cloud-soft mattress. 


| drifted off to sleep, not bothering to pull the sheets over 
my body. Instead, | wrapped myself in magic like it was a 
heavy down quilt. 

As it enveloped me, | felt both happy and content—and 
emptier than ever. 

Tomorrow was the party. | was in Oz, and there was a 
party being thrown for me. | had gotten exactly what | had 
wanted, and still it wasn’t enough. | had wanted. And now | 
wanted more. 

That was who I was, | realized, as | drifted off to sleep. 
This wanting itself was a kind of magic—one that I’d had 
since | was just a little girl. Since even before I’d been to Oz. 
Even before I’d had a pair of magic shoes, silver or red. | 
had always wanted more. 

It was what had brought the tornado to me. It was what 
had brought me to Oz in the first place. It was what had sent 
me home, too, and it was what had allowed Glinda to find 
me again, to reach out through the walls that separated Oz 
from the rest of the world and bring me back. Now that | 
was here—now that | had my shoes, my magic, my party— 
the wanting was still with me. It always would be. 

| wanted more. | wanted what Ozma had. | wanted 
everything. 


Seventeen 


Ozma sent Jellia Jamb for me in the morning, so that we 
could get ready together, but | sent the plain little servant 
away. This was my big day, and | wanted to be alone—l 
wanted to take the time to think about everything that had 
brought me to this place, and about what the future held for 
me. 

For me. Not for Aunt Em and Uncle Henry. Not for Ozma, 
or for Oz, or the Scarecrow or the Tin Woodman or the Lion 
or even poor, missing Glinda, but for me alone. 

So | spent the day in my room. | magicked up a light 
breakfast of those wonderful Anything Eggs and some 
Chimera’s milk, and, later, for lunch, ambrosia and 
Emeraldfruit. 

| stood in front of the mirror, trying to decide how | should 
look for the party. Toto sat in the corner, just watching me, 
understanding, | guess, that | was in a world of my own. 

| tried on every gown in my closet, but none of them felt 
special. | summoned Jellia and requested more, but | still 
knew that none of them would be good enough. The right 
dress would come from magic—not Ozma’s magic, but the 
magic of the shoes. The magic that belonged to me. 

An hour before the party, Jellia delivered one more dress 
to my door. This one was from Ozma. 

The skirt was green and flowing, made from the finest 
chiffon, with a bodice studded with a rainbow of jewels. 

My Dearest Dorothy, the note read. My new friend. | am so 
happy to have you at my side. 

| set the note on my vanity and took one look at the dress 
Ozma had given me before | tossed it aside, into the corner 


where my pile of castoffs was turning into a mountain. 

The dress from Ozma was beautiful, but it wasn’t the 
dress | was supposed to wear on my sixteenth birthday, the 
day | announced my official return to Oz. It was what she 
wanted for me, not what | wanted for myself. | didn’t want to 
be at her side while she ruled Oz. | was no one’s lady-in- 
waiting. And suddenly I| knew exactly what | wanted. 

| no longer cared about hiding my magic from her. Why 
should | have to hide what belonged to me? This was Oz. 
Everything else was magic. Why shouldn’t | be magic, too? 

So | called it forth. Using it was second nature to me now. 
All | needed to do was want and it was mine. 

The room was twitching with energy as | stood in front of 
the mirror. Atoms rewrote themselves around me. | felt the 
world twisting and turning at my silent command. Fabric 
wove itself against my body; my hair grew even longer, 
twisting, taking the shape | wanted from it until it fell around 
my face in two perfect auburn braids with curls that scraped 
my shoulders. | felt my skin becoming smoother and softer. 
My eyes brightened; my lips reddened. My cheeks flushed 
with the perfect rosy glow. 

My dress took form. 

When I was done, Toto barked in approval. | looked just 
how | wanted to look. | looked both like myself and like 
something greater. 

There was a knock on my door. | opened it to find that 
Aunt Em and Uncle Henry were waiting for me outside. They 
gasped when they saw me. 


“Why, Dorothy... ,” Uncle Henry started. | saw him blush, 
and he squeezed his eyes shut. 
“You look... ,” Aunt Em began to say. She was at a loss 


for words, too. A look of scandal crested her face. She put 
her hand nervously to her mouth. 

“I look like a princess,” | said. | knew that it was what they 
meant. “And not just like any princess. | look like Princess 


Dorothy. The Witchslayer. The Girl Who Rode the Cyclone. 
The One True Princess of Oz.” 

They both looked away. They didn’t say anything. They 
didn’t have to. It was what they were thinking. 

“Now let’s go to my party,” | said. 


“Dorothy?” Ozma asked in surprise when | entered the 
ballroom, where the gala was just getting underway. “That’s 
not the dress | sent you.” Her face looked hurt and 
Suspicious as she surveyed me. 

My dress was blue gingham, just like the blue gingham I’d 
worn on the day I’d first landed in Oz. But it was different, 
too. Rather than being made from that scratchy, cheap 
fabric, it was made from the finest silk. The blue checks 
were stitched with glittering gold thread so subtle that you 
barely could see it until you looked closely. 

It was short—shorter than anything I’d ever worn before. It 
was shorter than any dress I’d ever seen before, revealing 
my long, bare legs. 

All of it did nothing more than draw attention to the shoes 
on my feet. They shone brighter than anything else in the 
room: brighter than Ozma’s crown, or her scepter, or the 
tiny jewels that were braided through her dark hair. 

“Your dress was lovely,” | said, breezily. “But it wasn’t 
what I envisioned. Today is my day.” 

“But where... ,” she asked. 

Before she could finish the question, | stepped past her, 
into the ball, where everyone was waiting. They were 
waiting for me. 

It barely looked like a ballroom at all. The sky was a 
brilliant galaxy of stars studded with giant, red poppies that 
opened and closed in time with the music, emitting a 
shimmering, heavenly light. The dance floor was a deep 
purple sunset. 

Swarms of Pixies flew throughout the room, carrying trays 
of drinks and hors d'oeuvres. 


The whole place was filled with Oz’s strange and notable 
personalities. Some of them | recognized from hearing Ozma 
talk about them: there was Polychrome, the Daughter of the 
Rainbow, wrapped in a diaphanous gown that looked like it 
was woven out of the sky itself. There was Scraps, the 
Patchwork Girl, cartwheeling across the floor like a whirling 
dervish, whooping with laughter as she went. There was a 
giant, dignified frog in a three-piece suit, and a man with a 
jack-o’-lantern in place of a head. 

There were Nomes and Munchkins and Winkies and a man 
and woman made entirely of china, dancing carefully apart 
from the rest of the crowd so as not to risk breaking into 
pieces. 

| whirled joyfully through the room, gliding from one 
citizen of Oz to the next, smiling and kissing each one on 
the cheek in greeting before spinning on to the next one. 
Each one of them looked up at me with love and gratitude. | 
meant so much to them. | had done so much for them—so 
much more than Ozma could ever think of doing. And they 
all wanted to meet me. | was famous. | was their hero. 

When | got to the Scarecrow, he was ready for me. He 
took me up into his stuffed arms and spun me around and | 
laughed, kicking my feet up as the crowd parted to make 
way for us. The orchestra was playing a happy, energetic 
ragtime number and the trumpets blasted as the Scarecrow 
tossed me over his head as if | was light as a feather. He 
caught me, laughing, in his arms as | came back down 
before twirling me across the floor to where the Tin 
Woodman was waiting for me. 

My metal friend grabbed my hand, and his metal palm felt 
softer and warmer than | would have imagined was possible. 
He pulled me close against his chest, and the orchestra 
slowed up its tempo into something tender and sentimental. 
We waltzed across the dance floor. Everyone else had 
paused in their own dancing to watch us. They surrounded 
us in a circle, transfixed. 


| was so happy that | was dancing on air. Literally: when | 
looked down, | saw that my feet were hovering a few inches 
above the ground, my magical shoes enveloped in a red 
mist, holding me aloft. No one noticed. They were too 
distracted by how happy they were. 

The Lion was sitting on his haunches, ready to take me up 
in the next dance. He extended a huge paw, cutting in, and | 
was about to reach out for it when something bumped 
against my shoulder, hard. Cold, fizzy liquid splashed 
against my back, and then | heard the sound of glass 
crashing against the ballroom floor. 

When I turned around, | saw Aunt Em standing there with 
a guilty look on her face, a shattered crystal goblet lying in 
a puddle of purple liquid on the floor. 

| came back down to earth. 

“Oh, Dorothy, I’m sorry,” Aunt Em said. “Il wasn’t paying 
attention to where | was going, and | just bumped right into 

| put a hand up to interrupt her. “Stop,” | said. “You were 
thoughtless. You were careless. | was dancing, and you 
weren’t even watching. Everyone e/se was watching me.” | 
reached back and felt the dampness of my gown. “You could 
have ruined my dress.” 

“I’m sure... ,” Aunt Em began. Her lips began to quiver. 
Tears came to her eyes. 

I'd always hated seeing Aunt Em cry, and now | hated it 
even more. It was like she was doing it to spite me. Like she 
was trying to make me feel guilty on a day when | should 
have felt nothing but happiness. 

“Clean it up,” | said. 

She looked at me in surprised horror, her tears still 
streaming down her cheeks. “Well—I’m sure Miss Ozma can 
ask someone else...” 

“No,” | said. “I want you to clean it up. Immediately.” 

Uncle Henry was at her side now. “Now see here, 
Dorothy,” he said, taking my aunt’s arm. “This has gone too 


far.” For a moment, it seemed that he was going to be 
angry, but then he saw the look in my eyes and the 
expression on his face turned quickly to one of fright. He 
went silent. 

“Clean. It. Up,” | instructed Aunt Em again. When she 
made no move to do as she was told, | took the choice out 
of her hands. Things had changed, and the two of them 
needed to learn that. | was their niece, and they had raised 
me, but we were in Oz now. Here in Oz, | wasn’t just another 
prairie girl. | commanded respect. 

My shoes were urging me on. | could hear them 
whispering in my ear in a voice that was almost Glinda’s but 
not quite. It was low and urgent and sweet. It was the voice 
of Oz; the voice of magic. It was the voice of my mother. 

Do it, it was saying. Teach them a lesson or they'll never 
learn. Show her who you are. Show them that this is where 
you belong. Show them that you are the one with power 
here. 

My whole body was burning; not just my feet. Every bit of 
me was singing with the power the shoes spoke of, and the 
music from the orchestra faded into just a distant hum as 
the song of my true self took its place. This was what | had 
been born for. Everything that had happened before had 
been preparing me for this moment, preparing me for my 
destiny. For who | really was. 

| tugged at the strings that controlled my aunt, and she 
bent to the floor, onto her hands and knees, and began to 
wipe up the mess she’d created with a wet rag that had 
materialized for her. 

“I’m so sorry, Dorothy,” she said. “You are so wise and 
beautiful. I’m lucky to know you. To be able to have kept you 
safe all these years. Please, | beg your forgiveness.” 

“And now the dress,” | said, and Aunt Em stood, and 
began to dab at my back with the rag. | could have cleaned 
it myself, with just a thought, but | didn’t want to. 


“It’s such an honor,” Aunt Em was saying. “To be able to 
serve you like this.” 

Then Ozma was standing in front of me. | hadn’t seen her 
approach. 

She looked different than I’d ever seen her. This was so 
much more than the Ozma who I'd seen in the maze, the 
day l|’d met her. It was like she had been hiding part of 
herself from me. She no longer looked like the girl | knew. 
She no longer looked like a girl at all. 

Her skin was fiery and glowing like the sun; her green 
eyes were huge and iridescent. Her hair haloed her face in 
oily-black tendrils that coiled and twisted like snakes. 

The wings she’d showed me in the garden that day had 
revealed themselves again, but they were bigger now, twice 
as big as her body, and they sizzled with magical energy. 

She looked like a fairy, and not even a fairy princess. She 
looked like a queen. 

“Dorothy,” she said. Her voice reverberated throughout 
the ballroom. “It’s time for you to leave.” 

“No,” | started to say. But the words wouldn’t come out. 

| knocked my heels together, trying desperately to use my 
magic against her. It didn’t work. Nothing happened at all. 
My feet felt cold. Too cold. Like the magic had been drained 
from them. 

And then, with everyone in the ballroom staring, | felt 
myself turning and walking away. | had lost it. | had lost my 
magic, lost everything | had worked so hard for. | couldn’t 
fight back—Ozma was controlling me. 

“Wait!” the Scarecrow called. | found | couldn’t answer 
him. 

Before | knew what had happened, | was back in my 
bedroom, where | settled into a black and dreamless sleep. 


Eighteen 


| woke up to find Aunt Em sitting on the edge of my bed. 
She’d opened the windows, and the light was streaming 
through, casting her in a silhouette. The breeze hit my face. 
It smelled like grass and dirt and rain. It smelled like home. 

For a second, | thought we were back in Kansas, and that 
it had all been a dream. | always hated it when stories 
ended that way. 

“Dorothy,” Aunt Em said. | rubbed my eyes, still 
disoriented, and tried to think back to last night. It was 
foggy in my memory. There had been some kind of party, 
and I’d been dancing with the Lion and— 

Oh. 

| pulled the pillow over my face and groaned, trying to 
block it all out. If only | could go back to sleep, maybe 
everything would be okay. 

“Dorothy,” Aunt Em said again. She pulled the pillow 
away. | grabbed for it, but she held it at arm’s length. “It’s 
nearly afternoon.” 

“I need to sleep,” | said. “I think | ate something | 
Shouldn’t have last night. | don’t feel so good.” 

She pushed a lock of hair behind my ear and looked down 
at me. | expected her to be mad, but there was something 
tender in her expression. “I know, dear,” she said. “You 
know, you’re not in trouble.” 

| sat up slowly and slumped against the silk-upholstered 
headboard. “I’m not?” | asked cautiously. 

“Of course not. We all know that you didn’t mean to do 
any of that.” 

“You do?” 


“Yes, dear. Your uncle and | have had a long talk about it 
with Ozma, and we all agree that you’re not to blame. It’s 
those shoes. They’ve been doing something to you. 
Something terrible.” 

“It's not—” 

“We just think it’s time for all of us to go home. We've 
stayed here too long already.” 

“No!” | jumped out of bed and threw on the brocade robe 
that was draped over the armchair by the window. “Don’t 
you see?” | asked angrily. “It’s her Ozma. She’s making you 
think that there’s something wrong with me, when really it’s 
just that she’s afraid I’m more powerful than she is, and now 
she wants to get rid of me, just like she got rid of Glinda. 
Well, the princess can’t always have her way. I’m not going 
anywhere.” 

When | turned around, Ozma was standing in the doorway. 
In the late morning light, wearing a simple white shift, she 
looked more like a little girl than ever. 

“You're right,” she said sadly. “About one thing, at least. | 
was afraid of Glinda. She’s used to getting her way around 
here, you know. She was trying to manipulate me. | had to 
send her away. Oz has seen too many cruel rulers already. If 
Glinda had gotten what she wanted, | would have been 
another. | couldn’t let that happen.” 

“Spare me,” | said. “I don’t believe anything you say. 
You've been tricking me all this time. Trying to make me 
think you’re this kind, innocent, little girl, when really you’re 
just like the witches—you just want Oz for yourself.” 

Ozma shook her head sadly. “Don’t you see? When she 
couldn’t control me, she thought she might be able to 
control you. So she sent you those shoes, and brought you 
here to do her work for her. And it’s working.” 

“You're lying! Glinda sent me the shoes because she knew 
| was the only one who could save her. Which is exactly 
what I’m going to do.” 


| didn’t know why I was even bothering talking to her. This 
could all be solved with a simple knock of my heels. 

All | had to do was wipe Ozma’s mind clean. I’d done it 
once before, and | could do it again. 

| tried to summon a spell, but where my magic had once 
been, all | found was a deep, aching emptiness. A hunger. | 
had gotten so used to having it—even if | couldn’t always 
use it, it was always there. Comforting me, protecting me. 
Feeding me. 

Now it wasn’t. 

| looked down in a panic. My shoes were still on my feet. 
They were as red and shiny and beautiful as ever. But where 
they had once felt alive—like a part of my body, as 
important as my arms or legs—they now just felt heavy and 
separate. Just two ordinary shoes with extra-high heels. 

Ozma gave a half shrug and looked away when she saw 
the distraught expression on my face. “I’m sorry,” she said. 
“I can’t take the shoes away from you. Whatever spell binds 
them to you is already complete, and magic like that is 
irreversible, even for me. But | can block your access to the 
power they possess. And | have. | didn’t want to—! thought 
maybe you would be able to handle it, that maybe you were 
strong enough to resist the corruption. You are Dorothy, 
after all. If anyone could fight off Glinda’s manipulations, it’s 
you. But the Sorceress is powerful and ruthless. She didn’t 
outlast the other witches by playing fair, you know.” 

“No one could have resisted,” Aunt Em said. She had risen 
from my bed and walked over to me, placing a hand on the 
small of my back. | suppose it was meant to be comforting, 
but | slapped it away. “It’s too tempting,” she said. “It’s not 
your fault, Dorothy. You’ll see, someday. This is for your own 
good. It’s time to go back to Kansas.” 

“No!” | screamed, whirling around in a rage, looking for 
something—anything—that | could use against the princess. 
But it was too late. Ozma waved her scepter and my palace 
bedchambers faded to white. 


When the world re-formed, | found myself standing in the 
middle of an endless field of waving green grass. | felt dizzy 
and nauseated, and | struggled to stay on my feet. Was this 
Kansas? Had it been that easy to undo it all? 

No. We were still in Oz—the Emerald City was still visible 
in the distance, and Ozma was still standing in front of me. 
Aunt Em was here, too, stumbling around a bit from the 
transition, and Uncle Henry was a few paces away, holding 
Toto in his arms. As soon as my little terrier saw me, he 
wriggled out of my uncle’s grip and raced over to where | 
was struggling to stay on my feet. Toto circled my ankles, 
sniffing my shoes in confused concern. He could see that 
something was missing. 

“I sure feel terrible,” Uncle Henry was saying. “You won’t 
believe me, but | know how much you wanted to be here. | 
hope you can understand, someday.” 

“Sending you home isn’t simple,” said Ozma. “I really 
didn’t know how to do it for a while—so little is known about 
the walls that separate your world from ours. | needed to 
find something that already knows the way.” 

| didn’t know what she was talking about, and | didn’t 
care. All | wanted was to find a way to stop her. 

“When you arrive home in Kansas, none of you will 
remember any of this. | think it’s better that way. It will just 
seem like a pleasant, faraway dream. Something that 
happened to someone else in a story.” 

“No!” | screamed one more time, lunging for her. She 
might have cut me off from my magic, but | still had two 
hands, and | would use them to strangle her if that’s what | 
needed to do to stay here. 

But before | could reach her, she raised her scepter, and | 
hit a wall. | punched and clawed at it, but my fists bounced 
uselessly against the invisible barrier. 

“PIL always be grateful to you, Dorothy,” Ozma said, 
ignoring my screams. “You saved Oz. And l'Il always think of 


you as a friend.” 

With that, Ozma threw her head back and lifted her 
scepter to the sky. Her wings materialized, and she rose up 
into the air as a column of blinding light shot down from the 
clouds and surged through her. She began to shine so 
brightly that she was barely even visible anymore—she was 
just a vague, burning ball of radiance. 

Even in my fury, | couldn’t help being impressed. | had 
met witches and sorceresses and wizards, but | had never 
met anyone who could turn themselves into a star. 

Uncle Henry put his arm around Aunt Em. Even Toto sat 
back on his hind legs and stared up in amazement. 

As Ozma cast her spell, wind whipped through the 
treetops. Dark clouds swirled overhead. It looked like a 
storm was coming. The light changed; the sky around us 
was now a Sick, pale, greenish shade. 

In that moment, | felt something happening to me. My feet 
began to tingle, and then the rest of my body was tingling, 
too, until it was almost vibrating with power. 

No one noticed what was happening. 

Ozma must have been too consumed with her own spell to 
realize that whatever barriers she’d placed on my shoes 
were falling away. She must not have been able to manage 
both spells at once. 

My magic was coming back. 

In the distance, | saw it approaching. The old house—the 
shack that had brought me to Oz—was flying across the sky, 
spinning like a top as it drew nearer, getting bigger and 
closer by the second. That was what Ozma had meant by 
something that already knows the way. She was going to put 
us all back in that awful, ramshackle old house and she was 
going to make it take us back to Kansas. 

| wouldn’t stand for it. My shoes gripped my feet so hard it 
hurt. 

It all happened so fast. Important things always seem to, 
don’t they? 


The house was careening through the sky, traveling faster 
than | thought possible, and then it was right over our heads 
and it began to hover in place as it made its descent. 

My hair was whipping past my face; my whole body was 
twitching with fear and rage and power. More power than I'd 
ever felt before. More of anything than I'd ever felt before. 

| didn’t know how long it would last. | only had one shot. 

And | didn’t really even think about what | was doing. | just 
knew | had to do something. So | reached out in fury and 
desperation. | summoned every ounce of magic | could find, 
and | grabbed it. That’s really what it felt like. It felt like | 
was reaching out with giant hands and pulling the house 
from Ozma’s magical clutches. It was easy. 

| just plucked it up and | threw it at her—sent the house 
hurtling for the princess like | was tossing a handful of 
chicken feed onto the ground for Miss Millicent. 

Ozma saw it coming a second too late. Just before it was 
about to hit her, the column of light that held her suspended 
dissipated, and her body returned to her. She screamed, her 
black hair swirling around her as her wings flapped furiously. 
Acting on instinct, she flung her arms out in front of her to 
protect herself. A glowing green shield materialized in front 
of her. 

Like | say, it happened fast. Too fast for me to react. 

The house crashed into Ozma’s force field. But it didn’t 
Shatter. Instead, the farmhouse ricocheted off of it with a 
thunderous crash and went sailing gracefully through the 
air, straight toward where my aunt and uncle were standing, 
frozen in place. 

“Dorothy!” Aunt Em screamed, seeing it coming toward 
her. 

“Do som—” Uncle Henry shouted. 

Toto let out a howl, and | put my hand up, summoning 
another spell to stop it, but even as | did | knew I was a 
second too slow. 


When the dust settled, the house had come crashing to 
the earth, still in one piece, and all that was visible of my 
poor aunt Em were her two feet sticking out from under our 
old front porch. 


Nineteen 


Silence. 

Terrible, awful, horrible silence. 

It was only broken by the sound of my voice cracking. 
“Aunt Em!” | screamed. “Uncle Henry!” 

There was no response. | knew there wouldn't be. 

| fell to the ground in front of the house, sobs racking my 
body. 

What have | done? She was dead. Uncle Henry was dead. 
Tears rolled down my face. My throat closed up. It hurt so 
much. They were my only family. They had loved me, 
despite everything. 

| choked on my tears. Why had | ever brought them here? 
| should have left them in Kansas, where they would have 
been safe. And happy. They hadn’t asked to come. All they’d 
wanted was to go home and | wouldn’t let them. 

No. It wasn’t my fault. It was hers. She had done this to 
them. 

| shook with rage as | saw Ozma, back on the ground, 
crawling to her feet from where she’d made her own crash- 
landing. 

The clouds thickened, growing darker above me. My shoes 
hugged my feet like a vise, glowing like they were made of 
red lightning. Ozma stared up at me in shock. 

“You did this,” | shrieked. “ You killed them!” 

| walked toward her, the rage burning me alive. It felt 
good to hate her this much. Natural. 

Small forks of lightning flickered off the shoes as they 
throbbed with a magical pulse. But the heels weren’t alive. / 


was. The pulse was my heartbeat. Their magic was part of 
me now. 

A scream ripped out of me as another magical surge 
punched through my body. | felt like | was about to explode 
into flames as | walked steadily toward Ozma, screaming 
louder and with more anguish than the Screaming Trees in 
the Forest of Fear. 

She staggered backward as | rushed at her. Her face 
contorted in fear. “No, Dorothy! Please! Don’t let it control 
you! Don’t give in to it!” 

“Too late for that, Princess,” | screamed. As | said it, | felt 
all of Oz screaming along with me. 

“Please, calm down. You’ve no idea what you’re doing. You 
can still save yourself. Think about this.” 

With a roar louder than the Lion’s | unleashed every last 
bit of magic that had been building unstoppably inside me 
since | got to Oz. 

It was wondrous. 

It surged through my body, flowing like a thousand rivers 
cascading violently and crashing on the shore. 

It drained from the land and the sky, up through me and 
right at her. 

She screamed as | hit her with pure energy, streams of 
purple and green and red lightning shocking and sparking as 
it struck the ground around us over and over and over 
again. 

She didn’t fight back. Maybe she couldn’t—maybe she’d 
used up everything she had summoning my house. Or 
maybe she didn’t want to. Maybe she was too scared. | 
didn’t know and | didn’t care. | just wanted her dead. | 
wanted it to hurt. 

But she didn’t die. When I'd used up everything | thought | 
had, | was sure that I’d see her lying on the ground in a 
mangled, bloody heap. But Ozma rose to her feet. Easily, 
steadily, as if it was nothing. 


She was more powerful than I’d realized. She had 
changed. | hadn’t hurt her a bit. | might have even made 
her stronger. 

Ozma’s entire body turned the color of midnight and 
Shadows. It looked alive—like there was black smoke 
churning just beneath her skin. Her eyes were hollow, 
golden caverns; her scepter was a lightning bolt that 
stretched into the thick clouds overhead. 

“You have no idea what | am,” she screamed with a 
hundred voices. “I am the blood of Lurline and the daughter 
of the Ancient Flower. | am the first and the last and the in- 
between. | am Oz.” 

She slammed her scepter into the earth, and a swarm of 
black moths came bursting forth out of it. They flew for me, 
knocking me backward, clinging to my skin, trying to suck 
the life out of me. 

But the shoes protected me. Without me even trying, they 
wrapped me with red light, and the moths burned away as if 
| was a candle whose flame they’d been drawn to in the 
dark. 

| regained my composure. Ozma had taken everything 
away from me. Everything | cared about or would ever care 
about. She had taken away Glinda, and my aunt and uncle, 
and my magic. She had tried to take away my kingdom. 

“lam Dorothy,” | screamed back at her. 

| closed my eyes and knocked my heels three times, 
begging the Land of Oz to fill me with darkness and power 
and all the enchantments it possessed. 

It did. 

It all came bursting out of me. This time, it was more than 
magic. It wasn’t just the shoes at work. It was me. It was the 
reason | had been brought here in the first place. It was the 
reason | had been brought back again. 

It was that wanting I'd known my whole life. All that hope 
that there was something better out there, something that 
could be mine and mine alone. 


Ozma was no match for it. She’d never felt anything like 
it, | don’t think. She had all this, and she didn’t even care 
about it. 

But | cared. | wanted. | wanted more. My desire was a 
tornado that twisted out of my body and danced toward the 
princess, catching her up in its funnel, lifting her into the air 
as easily as if she was a feather. She screamed and 
struggled against it, but there was nothing she could do. 

It was no use. She was powerless against me. She may 
have been the One True Princess, the delicate peach 
blossom and the blood of whatever-her-name-was, but | was 
the girl who rode the cyclone, the girl who had slayed the 
witches. | had been brought here against all odds—not once, 
but twice. | wouldn’t be denied. 

Within the cone of the maelstrom, | watched calmly as 
Ozma’s dark form began to tear itself apart in a gruesome 
explosion of black and gold. It was like she was unraveling. 
Like she was melting. 

And then she was gone. 

For the third time, Oz had chosen me. 


The sky had returned to normal. Everything was quiet. The 
storm | had summoned faded away into the distance. It was 
like none of it happened, except that my head was 
throbbing and all of my limbs were aching in exhaustion. 

And the old farmhouse was still standing there, invincible 
and mostly undisturbed, with my poor aunt’s feet still 
sticking out from underneath it. | looked away. | couldn’t 
bear the sight of it. 

Then my eyes caught sight of her. 

Ozma was lying on the ground, her crown knocked from 
her head and her scepter ten feet away. Her dress was 
streaked with blood and dirt and her face was bruised and 
swollen. But she was breathing. 

She sat up and looked around. | took a step forward, ready 
to keep fighting. Ready to do whatever it took. Then | saw 


that she was smiling. It wasn’t a normal smile either. It was 
dazed and vacant and her eyes were empty, like old, 
tarnished marbles. She looked at me and cocked her head. 

“Who are you?” she asked stupidly. 

| lowered my arms. “Ozma?” 

She giggled an idiotic giggle. 

| pointed at her and tried to call up more magic. Just a 
little bit more, enough to snuff her out once and for all. But 
all that shot forth from my fingers were a few useless red 
sparks from my fingertips that faded away as quickly as 
they had come. | had used it all up, for now, | figured. It 
would take some time to recharge. 

Ozma didn’t seem to understand that | wasn’t exactly her 
friend. She clapped her hands. “Oh that’s /Jovely!” she cried. 
“Do it again.” 

Before | could try anything, a high-pitched yipping noise 
filled my ears. 

“Toto?” | soun around. 

In all the commotion, | had forgotten about my dog, and 
when | searched for him, | saw Glinda standing there, right 
next to the farmhouse. 

Her pink dress looked like it was made from the sunset 
itself; her eyes were kind and gentle. She bent down to pet 
my Toto, who was bouncing up and down happily at her feet, 
and when she stood up, she caught sight of me and 
beamed, picking up the skirt of her dress and racing forward 
through the grass to greet me. 

“Dorothy!” she called, her voice strong and sweet and 
joyful. “My beautiful, powerful, angry Dorothy. | knew | could 
count on you, and | was right. Just look how right | was!” 

She gestured toward Ozma, who had her arms 
outstretched and was whirling around, making herself dizzy 
as she laughed and tripped over herself, oblivious to 
everything that was going on. 

“What did | do to her?” | asked. 


“Oh, you did what you had to,” Glinda said with a shrug. 
“You couldn’t kill her. | don’t think it’s possible to kill her, at 
least not without destroying Oz. But still, ding dong, as they 
say!” 

Glinda threw her head back and let out a long, melodious 
chortle. 

| was a little confused. “What do you mean?” | asked. 

“Think of it this way,” Glinda said, when she’d stopped 
laughing. “You’ve taken Ozma’s power and you've given it 
back to the land. Back to Oz, where it belongs. She was 
trying to hoard it all for herself, you know—that’s been her 
goal all along. That’s why she hated me, and why she 
wanted your shoes so badly. She just wanted to hoard the 
magic, like fairies always do.” 

“I thought the fairies gave Oz its magic.” 

“Oh, she told you that old taradiddle, now did she? I’m 
sure you didn’t believe her. These fairies are greedy little 
creatures. She just couldn’t stand to see anyone else with 
even a drop of magic to speak of. You did what you had to. 
You did what was right. And Oz will thank you for it, 
someday. For now, you'll have to settle for my thanks. You 
saved me, Dorothy. You can’t think of how horrible it was for 
me to be locked away like that.” 

“How did!...” 

“Once you took care of Ozma, the prison she’s been 
holding me in ceased to exist. Poof! Just like that. Of course | 
came to find you right away. I’ve been so worried about you 
all this time. It’s a miracle | was able to get you those shoes 
at all. But you know—even all chained up, even in the 
darkest of dungeons—this old girl had a few tricks up her 
sleeve.” She wiggled an eyebrow at me and laughed again, 
but this time she stretched out her arms as she did it and 
gestured for me. 

“Oh, come here, you foolish, dear thing.” As soon as she 
said it, | fell effortlessly into her embrace and suddenly 


found myself sobbing as she pulled me tight against her 
bosom. 

“My aunt,” | managed to say through my tears. “My 
uncle...” 

Glinda held me close. She kissed my head and squeezed 
me even tighter. Aunt Em had hugged me before, and of 
course | knew that she had loved me, but there had always 
been a certain distance between us. She had never wanted 
children, and even though she had tried her best with me, | 
always knew I wasn’t quite part of her plan. 

Now, as Glinda kissed me and hugged me and stroked my 
hair, | wondered if | finally knew what it was like to have a 
mother. 

“Darling,” she said kindly. “I’m so sorry about what’s 
happened to them. But it just couldn’t be helped. And, you 
know what?” 

“What?” | asked, as she let me go and | stepped back. She 
took my arms, held them at my sides, and looked lovingly 
into my eyes. 

“You'll have a new family now. A family who loves you 
more than you can imagine.” 

“Who?” | asked. 

“Why, me of course, you silly goose! And the Scarecrow, 
and the Lion, and the Tin Woodman, and, oh, just about 
everyone in Oz, | imagine. You’re to be their new princess, 
you know, and you’re sure to be the most beloved girl in the 
land, before long. If you’re not already!” 

“I’m to be princess?” | asked. 

“Who else would be?” Glinda asked. “Her?” She pointed to 
Ozma, who was kneeling in the grass sniffing curiously at a 
patch of buttercups. “Well, they’ll still ca// her princess, | 
guess. All that fairy magic makes it unavoidable. La-di-dah! 
But as you can see, she won’t be good for much from now 
on. When we get back to the palace, l'Il see to it that she 
issues a decree making you Deputy Princess and Protector 
of the Crown. Won't be too difficult. We’ll set her up with 


some dolls and toys and let her run wild in her own quarters 
while you sit on the throne and do all the important 
princessing work. With my help and guidance, of course. 
They’ll forget all about her soon enough; the people of Oz 
have short memories, bless their hearts. And they 
absolutely adore a new monarch. Oh, the coronation we'll 
throw for you!” 

| looked over at Ozma, and Glinda, and then over at the 
farmhouse. | wasn’t sure about any of this. Aunt Em’s feet 
were pointing away from each other in odd angles. She was 
wearing the same ordinary leather boots she’d worn on the 
farm—for all the fancy new shoes she’d been offered here, 
she'd refused to give them up. 

Glinda saw the doubt in my eyes. She frowned 
sympathetically. “You poor thing. You always were such a 
sentimental sparrow.” 

She waved her hand at the house. “Poof!” she said, and as 
soon as the word escaped her lips, my old home—along with 
my aunt and uncle—disappeared in a shower of pink 
bubbles, like there had never been anything there at all. 

| felt a weight lifting from my shoulders. | felt my sobs 
easing. 

“There, doesn’t that feel better?” 

“It does,” | said. AS soon as the reminders were gone, 
everything that had happened in the past couple of weeks 
felt very far away. 

“It doesn’t matter where you came from,” Glinda said. “l 
came from someplace, too, you know. Someplace not that 
different from Kansas. l'Il tell you the story someday, if you 
can possibly stand the boredom!” 

“I'd like that,” | said softly. 

Glinda smiled back at me. “Good. Very good. Now, why 
don’t we leave all this useless sadness behind and go back 
to the palace? We need to pick you out a nice crown.” She 
put her arm around me. “Doesn’t that sound like a good 
idea?” 


It did. It really did. 

Glinda turned to Ozma. “You too, darling,” she said, and 
the princess scampered toward us, almost tripping over her 
own feet. “You two can be like wonderful sisters!” 

Ozma nodded eagerly and took my hand. 

Glinda winked knowingly. “Well, maybe more like distant 
cousins,” she said to me in a stage whisper. She put her arm 
around my shoulder, and we began the walk back to the 
Emerald City. 

“Now,” Glinda said, “you must tell me a// about your 
adventures. | was able to watch some of them while you 
were having them, but | have to say it all came in a bit 
garbled. Like listening to a radio with a broken antenna.” 

| looked back over my shoulder. The house was gone. My 
aunt and uncle were gone. Ozma was flapping her arms as 
she skipped aimlessly through the fields. 

She wouldn’t be much company. But Toto was racing 
behind us. And | had Glinda and all my friends in the palace. 
| had my kingdom. 

My shoes sent a happy wave of magic shooting up 
through my body, and, on impulse, | grabbed a fistful of it 
and tossed it into the blue sky, where it burst into a pink 
and gold firework. 

“That’s my girl!” Glinda exclaimed proudly. “Oh, | can’t 
wait to show you what you can really do with it. You were 
born to be a sorceress, you know.” 

It was too good to be true. It was almost like Kansas was 
just a dream and | was waking up to a wonderful new 
morning where everything was bright and sunny and full of 
life. 

They say you can’t go home again. Well, I’m proof that’s 
not true. Home isn’t just where you’re born—it’s where you 
belong. | found my home and | let it go. But | came back. 
Now | was home for good, and | would never, ever make the 
mistake of leaving again. The past was gone forever. There 
was no place like here. 
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CONTENTS 


ONE 


Things have been pretty weird lately in Oz. | mean, if you’re 
not from around here, things are always a little weird in Oz. 
There’re the flying monkeys, sure, and the Road of Yellow 
Brick, which isn’t exactly the most reliable freeway in the 
world (it moves around). We have magic—more about that 
later—and animated soldiers that used to be toys, and a city 
made out of emeralds, and trees that talk. We have an 
enchanted palace—that’s where | work as a servant—and 
we have a Wizard with extra-special powers. We had a 
Wizard, anyway, until he disappeared. We have cornfields 
that grow pre-roasted corn on the cob and talking animals 
and a Cowardly Lion who's actually not so cowardly and is 
becoming a little bit scary. (He talks, too.) But for us, all of 
that is no big deal. We’re used to it. The really weird thing 
about Oz these days? 

Her name is Dorothy. And she’s my boss. 

Technically, Ozma is my boss. She’s the rightful ruler of 
Oz, and when she was running the show, things were great 
for us here in the Emerald City. | don’t know anything about 
where I’m from—I was left on the doorstep of the Emerald 
Palace as a tiny baby. Ozma and | grew up together there. | 
knew she'd one day be the ruler of Oz, too, but she never 
acted like someone who was about to be a queen. She was 
just my friend, and the palace servants became my family. 
I’ve never known anything else. 

Then Dorothy showed up—the first time—and everything 
changed. She killed the Wicked Witch of the East and with 
the help of the Tin Woodman, the Scarecrow, and the 
Cowardly Lion, the Wicked Witch of the West. She saved Oz. 


Then she vanished back to the Other Place—the world she 
came from, where magic doesn’t exist. Ozma took her 
rightful place on the throne, and things were basically 
perfect. Although | still didn’t know anything about my real 
family, I’d lived in the palace for my whole life and Ozma 
and the servants were the only family | needed. | loved my 
work in the palace, as strange as that may sound—it gave 
me a real sense of pride to do a good job keeping 
everything running. Nobody plans a banquet like | do. | can 
remember the names of every single dignitary of Oz—and 
their children, pets, favorite foods, preferred seating 
arrangements, wives, husbands, ex-wives, ex-husbands, and 
what room in the palace they most like to stay in when they 
visit. My detail-oriented nature is what makes me so good at 
my job, and it’s why Ozma ultimately promoted me to be 
the youngest head maid in the history of Oz. | wasn’t going 
to be a famous queen or a powerful sorceress, and | was 
fine with that. | was good at something that | loved, and I'd 
get to spend my life doing it. 

And then Dorothy came back, and that’s when things got 
weird. She was different—she wasn’t the sweet, innocent 
girl we all adored who had saved Oz. Dorothy moved into 
the palace, and this time she was here to stay. And then, 
after a palace ball one night, suddenly Ozma wasn’t herself 
anymore; overnight she went from our vivacious, caring, 
generous queen to a vacant ghost of herself wandering the 
halls of the palace like the world’s creepiest talking doll. 
Sometimes she didn’t even recognize us. At first, Dorothy 
pretended she was helping out, ruling on Ozma’s behalf. She 
kept Ozma close by her side. 

But then Dorothy dropped the pretense pretty quickly, and 
none of us knew how to stop her, or even if we could. 
Suddenly, our peaceful palace was full of soldiers. They 
looked like the Tin Woodman, but there was something 
about them that didn’t feel right. The Scarecrow left his own 
corncob mansion out in the hills of OZ and moved into the 


palace, where he shut himself up in his suite of rooms and 
began to work on something mysterious that Dorothy 
referred to as his “experiments.” The Scarecrow had always 
seemed so harmless before, just kind of dopey and pleasant 
despite his brain upgrade, but the maids who took him his 
meals came back from his rooms with stories about sinister 
equipment and cages covered in blankets, behind which 
they could hear rustling and faint, soft moans, like 
something crying out in pain. We’d see lights coming from 
his rooms at all hours, and hear crashing and banging in the 
middle of the night. Pretty soon | had to bribe my staff with 
extra time off in order to get them to so much as clean the 
hallway outside his room. And the stories of what they saw 
inside sent chills up my spine. 

Dorothy acted as though nothing was wrong—as though 
whatever was happening was totally normal. If any of us 
asked her about it, she’d fly off the handle in one of her 
infamous tantrums. So we left it alone. 

| also quickly realized that Dorothy doesn’t like me, but | 
am careful to keep myself useful. | want to figure out what’s 
going on in the palace, and with Ozma, and | can’t do that if 
Dorothy kicks me out. And | think even she realized that 
dismissing me out of hand would clue the rest of the 
servants in to the fact that something was really wrong. 
Ozma would never condone such a thing, and for all intents 
and purposes, Ozma is still the ruler of Oz. | make sure for 
the time being to keep everything the way Dorothy likes it. | 
make sure her rows and rows of dresses are hung neatly, 
organized by color, occasion, and material (and yes, of 
course, season). Her bacon is extra crispy, the floors are 
extra scrubbed. | know exactly what it takes to keep the 
palace running like clockwork, and Dorothy knows | know, 
and so for now we're in kind of a standoff. She hates me, 
but she can’t get rid of me, and | intend to keep it that way. 

She is the only one who’s allowed to use magic in the 
palace. She says there’s too much of a risk of disaster 


otherwise. But | think the real reason is that she doesn’t 
want anyone to have more power than she does. 

I’m not sure how much longer | can stand it here. Every 
once in a while, l'Il get a chance to pause for a moment at a 
window, looking out over the glittering green towers of Oz 
and daydreaming about what life used to be like when Ozma 
was in charge and Oz was the way it should be. When 
Dorothy was a national hero, not a national menace. When 

“Jellia!” Dorothy’s voice tore through the air, a piercing 
shriek that made me flinch. I’d been scrubbing the palace 
floors since sunrise. Dorothy had been on a tear since she 
staggered out of bed long after the palace was up and 
bustling, and I’d had the bad luck to be standing next to her 
when she decided the floors were filthy, despite the fact 
that we’d cleaned them the day before. | sat up from my 
brush and bucket as the relentless tap-tap-tap of her heels 
came storming into the room, and just barely scrambled to 
my feet and executed a clumsy curtsy. 

“What are you doing?” she snarled. “Why are you filthy?” 
She’d used magic that morning to dress herself—there was 
no mistaking the way she was stuffed into her corseted and 
impossibly short dress, or the glittering haze that 
surrounded her as she moved. Her hair was curled into 
tight, childish ringlets that were a strange contrast to her 
glossy red mouth and heavily rouged cheeks. As always, her 
magical red heels glowed like the fires of Hell. If you got 
close to those shoes, it was almost as though you could 
hear them talking to you in a low, seductive whisper. 

“You look terrible,” Dorothy said. So do you, | thought. 

“You asked me to scrub the floors this morning.” | kept my 
eyes downcast. 

“I most certainly absolutely did no such thing, Jellia.” She 
always said my name like it was the worst insult she could 
think of. It drove me nuts. | dared a look up at her through 
my lashes, trying to judge her mood. If she’d truly forgotten, 


I'd only make her angrier by contradicting her. If she was 
trying to torment me, she’d only leave me alone once she 
Saw me squirm like a worm on a hook. She was looking out 
the window with a scowl, her attention already elsewhere, 
which meant | wasn’t on her hit list for the day. Yet. 

| rolled my eyes and swallowed my pride. “I must have 
misheard, Your Majesty,” | mumbled. 

“Get yourself cleaned up at once,” she snapped. “I’m 
throwing a banquet and it has to be perfect. And | want all 
my dresses laid out—and the ballroom prepared—and | want 
all the Munchkins out of sight. Every last one of them, 
especially that filthy little blue one. Is that clear?” 

“Of course, Your Majesty. Someone is visiting the palace?” 

“Glinda is returning tomorrow,” she said coolly. 

Even I, practiced as | was becoming in keeping my 
emotions out of my expressions, couldn’t hide my shock. 
Glinda was one of the most powerful witches in Oz—possibly 
the most powerful witch in Oz. Rumor had it that she was 
somehow responsible for Dorothy’s return, although no one 
knew exactly what she’d done. 

Then Glinda had vanished shortly after Dorothy had 
moved into the palace. | know | wasn’t the only one who'd 
breathed a sigh of relief. 

“Glinda is coming here?” | blurted. Dorothy narrowed her 
eyes, studying my face, and | cursed my big mouth. If she 
was back in the Emerald City now, | was pretty sure it 
wasn’t to deck us all out in ball gowns and tiaras. 

“Surely you're thrilled,” she said, and | recognized the 
danger in her voice. 

“Oh, of course.” | scrambled to cover my slipup. “I’m just 
—it’s just a surprise to have such a, um”—I was hit with a 
burst of inspiration—“such an exalted guest. It will be an 
honor to receive her.” 

An expression of disgust crossed her face. “And change 
your dress,” she said. “You look like you crawled out of a 
sewer.” She laughed out loud at her own joke, pivoting on 


one glittering heel and stalking out of the room. Her 
ridiculously short dress switched back and forth with each 
stride. | sighed and scowled down at my mop bucket. 
Something was up, and | had the sinking feeling whatever 
was about to happen wasn’t going to be good. 


TWO 


The morning of Glinda’s arrival, the palace was a hive of 
activity. Servants ran back and forth, putting up decorations 
and frantically cleaning. Delicious smells from the kitchen 
filled the halls. | inspected every maid | passed, making sure 
everyone’s uniform was spotless and perfectly fitted. When | 
heard the clatter of carriages from the courtyard that 
signaled Glinda’s arrival, my heart skipped a beat. If 
everything wasn’t perfect, I’d be the one to pay for it. 

Dorothy and Glinda shut themselves up in Dorothy’s 
chambers as soon as Glinda entered the palace. | spent the 
rest of the afternoon making sure that everything in the 
banquet hall was ready for Glinda’s big welcoming dinner. 
The long table was heaped with white flowers that released 
a gentle aroma of jasmine into the air. The crystal 
chandeliers glittered. The tablecloth was a snowy, spotless 
white, richly embroidered with silver thread. Every place 
was set just so. Even Dorothy, | thought, couldn’t find fault 
with anything here. 

But that night, as we served dinner to Dorothy, Glinda, 
and her entourage, everything in the palace felt off. The air 
Snapped with tension, and all the servants were nervous. | 
looked around and noticed Ozma wasn’t present. Dorothy 
sulked at her end of the table, her habitual fake smile 
replaced with a sullen scowl. Glinda sat next to her, and the 
two of them talked quietly on their own. | moved back and 
forth between the kitchen and the banquet hall, trying to 
catch snippets of their secretive conversation. 

“How are the Scarecrow’s experiments coming, Dorothy? 
Are we on schedule to begin mining?” 


“He’s doing his best,” Dorothy mumbled. “But we're all 
worried about you-know-who. If you had better control over 
your sister—” 

“My sister is unimportant,” Glinda snapped, cutting her off 
Sharply. 

“But he’s a danger to all of us,” Dorothy said petulantly. 
“Who knows why he’s returned? Or what his plan is?” 

“My spies tell me that he hasn’t returned; he never left Oz 
at all. He may be throwing his lot in with the Wicked .. .” 
Glinda’s voice was cool and calculating. | couldn’t quite 
catch the end of her sentence, and it wouldn’t do to show | 
was listening. The wicked what? | wondered. “And we don’t 
yet know for a fact that he means to depose you,” Glinda 
said, her voice low. “His power—” 

She cut herself off, looking at me. | lowered my eyes. “Go 
get more wine, won’t you, Jellia?” she said sweetly. “And you 
mustn’t pay attention to Dorothy and me. We're just 
indulging in silly gossip!” She tittered gaily; it was like 
watching an eagle try to sound like a mouse. 

“Yes, Your Eminence,” | said, curtsying quickly and turning 
to obey her request. The Wizard, | thought, my mind 
spinning as | went back to the kitchen. They were talking 
about the Wizard—they had to be. And Glinda was helping 
Dorothy—which meant that she must know about Dorothy’s 
Slow takeover of the palace. Did Glinda know what was 
wrong with Ozma? Could the Wizard really have returned to 
Oz? And if he had, what did that mean for us? Had he 
returned to overthrow Ozma and take back the throne? Or 
did he realize that Dorothy was out of control? Was he trying 
to regain control of Oz—or protect it? And what exactly was 
the Scarecrow working on? 

Astrid, one of the youngest servants, tripped on her way 
from the kitchen to the dining hall, bringing my thoughts 
back to the moment. | was right behind her and watched in 
dismay as she dropped the platter of roast beef she was 
carrying and burst into tears. “I’m—I’m—l’m sorry,” she 


sobbed, falling to her knees and trying to pick up the 
shattered pieces; she only succeeded in soaking her dress in 
the messy remains of the roast. | looked around quickly. 
Thankfully, we were alone in the corridor and no one had 
seen her blunder. 

“It’s all right,” | said gently, hauling her to her feet. “lIl 
make sure a Munchkin cleans this mess up.” | eyed her 
dress. Magic in the castle was strictly forbidden among the 
help, but I’d risked it before when trouble brewed. Besides, 
Dorothy was already tipsy so | didn’t think she’d notice, and 
being shorthanded at the banquet could end in disaster. 

“Here,” | said, tugging at her dress and concentrating. | 
could feel the warm buzz in my hands, and Astrid gasped as 
the stains disappeared. 

“Th-thank you, Jellia,” she whispered. She seemed 
shocked—almost as if she’d never seen a staff member do 
magic before. I’d always assumed everyone else here used 
it when they were in a fix. 

“You can’t go back into the hall with that face. Smile.” | 
dabbed the remaining tears out of her eyes with the corner 
of my apron and looked at her sternly as her mouth 
quivered. “I mean really smile, Astrid. Go back to the 
kitchen and don’t carry anything to Dorothy until you look 
like you mean it.” It would be handy, | thought, if there were 
some spell that could keep all of us permanently smiling; 
Dorothy was only too happy to dole out punishment at 
random to anyone who didn’t look like they were having the 
absolute best time of their lives in her company. That was a 
hard level of happiness to fake. 

“Yes, Jellia,” she whispered, and fled. 

But that wasn’t the end of her mishaps for the evening. A 
few minutes later, as | topped off Dorothy’s wineglass yet 
again, a rigid grin fixed across my own features, Astrid came 
back into the banquet hall with a fresh platter of roast beef. 
Instead of a smile, her face bore an expression of terror. | 
caught her eye and tried to signal her to turn around, but it 


was too late. Dorothy could spot suffering from across a 
room like a cat on the prowl for errant mice. “Annabel,” she 
crooned, her voice dripping with lethal sweetness. “Come 
over here with that.” Astrid’s eyes went wide in fear. At 
Dorothy’s feet, Toto growled from his jeweled velvet pillow. 
Not for the first time, | thought that I’d have sacrificed a 
body part if it meant | could throw that wretched dog out a 
window. A very high window. Astrid rounded the banquet 
table with her platter and came to stand on Dorothy’s other 
side. 

“Your Majesty,” she said, her voice shaking. Technically, 
Ozma was the only person in the palace we should have 
addressed as “Your Majesty,” since technically she was still 
the queen. But Dorothy was only too happy not to correct 
us. Soon we won’t even notice she’s taken over everything, | 
thought. The expression on Dorothy’s face was different 
than l’d ever seen it—instead of her usual scowl of 
adolescent petulance, she looked positively malevolent. A 
chill ran down my spine. Something was very, very wrong. / 
have to get Astrid out of here, | thought frantically, taking a 
step forward. But it was too late. 

“Annie,” Dorothy crooned. “I’ve been waiting for the roast 
all evening. Jellia told me it’s extra special tonight. Was 
there a problem in the kitchen, Astrid?” 

“A p-problem, Your Majesty?” 

“Something that might cause such a significant delay with 
the service,” Dorothy said, her voice dripping honeyed 
menace. | closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 
Whatever happened next was not going to be good. “It must 
have been something simply disastrous, to keep a guest as 
honored as Glinda waiting.” 

Astrid’s mouth trembled, her smile widening desperately 
and then faltering altogether. From the other end of the 
table, Glinda laughed. “Now, Dorothy,” she said. “There’s no 
need to be upset. I’m perfectly content.” 


“This is my palace!” Dorothy shrieked, all the syrupy 
Sweetness gone from her voice. Her eyes blazed as she 
reached out and grabbed Astrid’s arm, sending the platter 
clattering to the floor and the roast flying for the second 
time. Dorothy’s glossy red talons dug into Astrid’s flesh, and 
tears filled Astrid’s eyes as a trickle of blood ran down her 
arm. “You know what we do in my palace with servants who 
Cannot perform their tasks properly?” She released Astrid’s 
blood-streaked arm and leaned back in her chair. 

Glinda put one pale hand on Dorothy’s arm. “Not yet, 
Dorothy,” Glinda said, so low | almost missed it. “The time is 
not yet.” | stared at Dorothy, my mouth half open in horror. 
She’d been cruel before, entitled and prone to outbursts. 
But I’d never seen her do anything like this. 

“No, Your Majesty!” Astrid cried, sinking to her knees and 
sobbing. “Please, Your Majesty, I’m sorry—l’m so sorry—it 
will never happen again—miss, please, don’t hurt me—” 

“That’s enough,” | said sharply. Dorothy looked up at me, 
her eyes narrowed with surprise. “| made a mistake with the 
order of the dishes. There’s no need to punish Astrid.” | 
added a hasty and belated, “Your Majesty.” 

“Is that so,” Dorothy said. Her sudden calm was even 
more terrifying than her rage of moments ago. “Really, 
Jellia, you disappoint me.” 

“The servants are my responsibility,” | said. 

“Are you disagreeing with how | choose to discipline 
them?” 

| took another deep breath. If | could distract Dorothy and 
calm her down, we might all get out of this banquet 
unscathed. “Of course not, Your Majesty,” | said. “As always, 
your wisdom is boundless. But | should have known that— 
that”—I racked my brain and hit on an idea—“!I should have 
known that Astrid was too young to wait on such an 
important guest. The pressure was too much for her. She’s 
just nervous, Your Eminence—please, there’s no need to 
punish her.” | curtsied in Glinda’s direction for good 


measure, and caught an evil little smile flicker across her 
face and vanish again. 

“Your head maid is a feisty little thing, isn’t she?” Glinda 
said, turning from Dorothy to me. “Come here.” Surprised, | 
looked at Dorothy, whose expression was uncertain. Astrid, 
forgotten, began to creep away from the table on her hands 
and knees. 

“Obey Glinda, Jellia,” Dorothy snapped. | curtsied again 
and walked over to where Glinda was seated. She’d barely 
touched her food; her plate was still full. From a distance, 
she was beautiful; up close, she was even more so. Her soft 
strawberry-blond curls framed her heart-shaped, ageless 
face. Her eyes were a bright, cornflower blue. She was 
wearing a pale pink ball gown sewn together out of what 
looked like tiny scales of leather; the effect was almost like 
armor, but still managed to be pretty. She stretched out one 
delicate, immaculately manicured hand and gripped my 
chin, turning my face back and forth as she studied me like 
a bug under a magnifying glass. Her blue eyes bored into 
me and | felt as though | were falling into a bottomless pool, 
sinking deeper and deeper below the surface as | helplessly 
watched the sunlight recede above me and the darkness 
intensify all around me. You’re supposed to be the Good 
Witch, | thought faintly. But the look in Glinda’s eyes was 
cold, hard, appraising. 

“You can’t just have my maid,” Dorothy said indignantly. 
Her voice broke the spell. | inhaled sharply, as though I'd 
just been underwater. “She’s mine.” What was she talking 
about? 

“Just for the summer,” Glinda said, her eyes not leaving 
my face. “You can have her back just as soon as I’m done 
with her, Dorothy. You wouldn’t begrudge me this one favor, 
would you? After everything I’ve done for you?” Her voice 
was so syrupy | swore | could see the words oozing out of 
her mouth and flowing across the table toward Dorothy like 
a pink, sugary tide. Dorothy blinked, her mouth falling open 


a little, as the thick, shimmering liquid slid up the front of 
her dress and into her open mouth. Dorothy licked her lips, 
which glistened as though they’d been dipped in sugar. | 
blinked. | wasn’t imagining it. 

“Just for the summer,” she whispered. But Glinda wasn’t 
looking at her; she was still staring at me. 

You see it, don’t you, little girl? You cansee the magic, not 
just feel it. | heard her voice inside my mind, but her lips 
weren’t moving. Her fingers tightened on my chin and | 
went rigid with terror. | had never been so frightened in my 
life. You don’t even know what you are, do you? You haven't 
the faintest idea, she crooned inside my skull. / can make 
much use of you, child. Much use indeed. She let me go and 
| staggered backward, nearly falling to the floor. Around us, 
the guests who'd fallen silent during Dorothy’s tantrum 
began to chat nervously again, and the buzz of conversation 
filled the banquet hall. The servants, moving hesitantly at 
first and then with more confidence, refilled glasses and 
cleared plates, brought out trays piled with colorful 
desserts. The room returned to normal for everyone but me. 

“Just for the summer,” Glinda said pleasantly. “I think it 
will be such a wonderful time. Don’t you, Jellia?” 

My heart hammering in my chest, my limbs finally 
released from her terrible power, | answered in the only way 
| could. | turned and fled the room. 


THREE 


Packing for the journey to Glinda’s was simple. | told myself 
that Glinda was telling the truth, no matter how much she’d 
scared me the night before: this would just be for the 
summer. There was no need to clean out my room in the 
Emerald Palace. Just a few dresses and pairs of shoes. 
Glinda would probably have her own servants’ uniforms, but 
| added my work dress just in case. | looked over my tidy 
little room and neatly arranged possessions, wondering if I'd 
ever see them again, and quickly squashed that thought. Of 
course lI’d be back. Dorothy would insist on it, and Dorothy 
was in charge now. | had made myself indispensable to her. | 
tried not to think about how easily Glinda had overruled 
Dorothy the night before, or just how powerless Dorothy had 
been when confronted with Glinda’s magic. Or to wonder 
what Glinda wanted me for. 

| snapped my fingers, and an image of all the other 
servants wavered into life before me, transparent and 
iridescent as a soap bubble. | could summon up their 
images whenever | wanted, | told myself. | could probably 
even send them messages, though I’d never tried to use my 
magic over long distances before. This summer | would 
learn how much I was capable of doing. 

The hardest part was saying good-bye. Astrid had already 
burst into my room first thing that morning, her face wet 
with tears. “Jellia!” she wailed, flinging her arms around me 
and almost knocking me over onto my bed. “You can’t go! 
It’s all my f-f-fault,” she sobbed into my shoulder. “Who will 
look after us when you’re gone? Who will protect us?” 


“It’s just for the summer,” | said firmly, gently moving her 
head off my shoulder before she blew snot all over me. 
“You'll have to be strong, Astrid. You can’t always rely on 
other people to fight your battles for you. This summer will 
be your chance to grow up.” She’s just a kid, | thought, 
patting her back awkwardly. How can she stand up to 
Dorothy? What will they do without me? Technically, / was 
just a kid, but I’d always had a good head on my shoulders 
and a lot of responsibility. | felt about a million years older 
than Astrid, even though we were nearly the same age. And 
though | tried not to let her see it, inside | was almost as 
upset as she was. Glinda was seriously scary—and | had no 
idea what lay in store for me. 

Despite our hasty departure, word had spread fast around 
the palace, and all the servants were assembled in the 
courtyard to see me off. | took a deep breath, determined 
not to cry. | looked around for Ozma but wasn’t totally 
surprised by her absence. | couldn’t remember the last time 
I'd seen her walking around in the palace, and it made me 
worry even more about Dorothy’s plans. 

Glinda hovered a few feet away—literally, her glittery 
heels floating a few inches off the cobblestones. She had 
dressed for the journey as if she were headed to a ball. Her 
pale pink dress was embroidered with glittering gold thread 
and the bodice was studded with clear gemstones that 
caught the sunlight and refracted it into a blinding dazzle. 
Her hair was piled on top of her head and secured with more 
gems. A small squad of the Tin Woodman ’s soldiers stood at 
attention behind her mechanical carriage, their metallic 
bodies gleaming in the bright courtyard as the automaton 
horses—wired together out of tin and wood and gems— 
stamped their feet mechanically, their tinny neighing 
breaking the still air. Glinda beamed benevolently while the 
other servants came forward one by one to say good-bye. It 
wasn’t like Dorothy to allow the servants a moment’s 
respite, but Glinda’s departure seemed to have put her in a 


good mood. She stood a few feet away from the witch, 
decked out in a tiny-waisted leather dress pieced together 
out of blue and white squares. As always, her red shoes 
emitted a rosy halo of light. 

Astrid was still sobbing like the sweet little idiot she was; | 
had to resist the urge to pat her on the head like a dog. 
Hannah, the maid who was closest to me in age—and the 
closest thing | had to a best friend—came up to hug me. The 
Munchkin cooks surrounded me, flinging their arms around 
my knees and crying “Jellia! Jellia! Don’t go!” in unison. | 
was touched, even if they made walking a little awkward. 

“It’s just for a few months,” | reassured them, hugging 
them one by one. “I promise. You'll barely notice | was gone. 
Take good care of Dorothy—don’t forget about the bacon—” 

“—-and color code her dresses,” Hannah finished. “We 
know, J. It’ll be okay.” Astrid wailed aloud, and Hannah rolled 
her eyes. | laughed. She always knew how to cheer me up. 

“Jellia,” Glinda cooed, “we really must be going. You'll see 
all your little friends again before you even know it! | need 
your help at my palace now.” 

| gave everyone one last wave before | climbed reluctantly 
into Glinda’s carriage. To my surprise, | saw the Scarecrow 
stumble out of the palace, carrying an enormous satchel. 
Behind him stretched a line of the Tin Woodman ’s soldiers, 
Carrying various pieces of mechanical equipment and 
machine parts. Another carriage drew up behind Glinda’s, 
and the soldiers busied themselves loading it with their 
burdens while the Scarecrow supervised. 

“He’s always late,” Glinda said, and sighed. Gone was the 
terrifying witch of the night before; in the afternoon 
sunlight, she looked radiant and gentle, although her voice 
had a peevish tone that belied her sweet expression. Finally, 
the second carriage was loaded to the Scarecrow’s 
satisfaction, and he gave Glinda a jaunty wave. 

“Everything will work as we discussed?” she called in a 
honeyed voice. He nodded jerkily, his black button eyes 


flashing in the sun. 

“If the girl has enough magic to power the device,” he 
said. The Scarecrow only spoke rarely, and his dry, straw- 
like voice always sent chills through me. What girl was he 
talking about? Did he mean me? What magic could | 
possibly have? 

“Oh, I’m confident of that,” Glinda said gaily. “I believe in 
the power of positive thinking, don’t you? If everything’s 
ready, | think it’s time we were going.” She rapped sharply 
on the roof of the carriage, and the driver snapped to life 
with a whirr of clockwork. “Good-bye, Dorothy!” Glinda sang 
merrily. “Good-bye, Emerald City! Say good-bye, Jellia! 
We've got such adventures ahead of us!” 

| did not like the sound of that at all. | waved out the 
window as the servants shrank behind us in the distance, 
and | didn’t turn back to face the road until they were 
nothing more than tiny dots against the glittering green of 
the Emerald Palace. Whatever happened next, | was on my 
own now. 


FOUR 


| had only been outside the Emerald City a handful of times 
in my life, and despite my anxiety about what lay ahead of 
me, | couldn’t help a surge of excitement as the carriage 
passed through the immense gates of the city and onto the 
Road of Yellow Brick. Next to me, Glinda lay back against her 
seat with her eyes closed, looking for all the world like a 
pretty young girl taking a nap. If I'd hoped she would give 
me some clue as to what she wanted with me, | clearly 
wasn’t going to get it. | used the brief respite from her razor- 
Sharp attention to look out the carriage window at the 
countryside. Once we were out of the gates, the radiant 
green aura of the city dissipated. Hills gave way to rolling 
farmland; cornstalks bobbed in the wind, and neatly tended 
orchards stretched toward the horizon in even rows. The 
trees didn’t talk anymore—that had been one of Dorothy’s 
first decrees, she said they gave her a headache—but their 
silence didn’t affect the views. We'd been traveling for an 
hour or so when Glinda opened her eyes next to me and sat 
up, rapping on the roof of the carriage with her knuckles. We 
drew to a halt, and she stepped out of the carriage. | stayed 
where | was, confused, until | heard her call sweetly, “Jellia! 
What on earth are you waiting for? Surely you're not 
shirking your duties already?” | got out hastily. 

We’d stopped next to a broad meadow of periwinkle grass, 
bordered on one edge by a thick, lush forest. The second 
carriage had followed us, and | only now saw that a large 
contingent of the Tin Woodman’s soldiers had ridden along 
in the carriage. Glinda was directing them to unload the 
Scarecrow’s machinery from the other carriage—a 


bewildering array of pipes and wires and instruments. The 
unloading took some time, and | could sense Glinda’s 
impatience, although her face remained unnaturally serene. 
When the soldiers had finished they stood expectantly, 
staring at her. 

“Now put it together,” she said. This time there was no 
mistaking the irritation in her voice, and the soldiers got 
busy at once, assembling the pieces in the middle of the 
field. Glinda didn’t seem to expect me to do anything, so | 
stood awkwardly at her side as she surveyed the 
construction. 

The soldiers were moving with sharp, jerky motions, like 
sped-up windup toys, and soon a structure began to take 
Shape. It was a giant contraption that looked almost like a 
complicated windmill with a long, flat piece that stretched 
out from the main body of the structure and balanced on 
another, smaller structure, like a seesaw. What on earth? | 
wondered. 

“It’s a drill, of course,” Glinda said, as if she could read my 
mind. 

“A drill, Your Eminence?” 

“For magic,” she said. | looked up at her. The rubies in her 
crown dazzled in the afternoon sun. “It’s simply everywhere 
in Oz, as you know, going to waste. It’s high time we put all 
those natural resources to work, don’t you think?” 

“You're drilling magic out of the ground?” | stared at her in 
Surprise and she raised one eyebrow. “Your Eminence,” | 
added quickly. 

“Of course. Now that we have the technology to extract it, 
there’s no reason not to. Think of how much that power will 
improve the lives of your fellow citizens!” | wasn’t fooled by 
her sugary rhetoric; | was pretty sure that the only citizens 
whose lives would be improved by Glinda’s crazy plan were 
Glinda herself, and Dorothy. 

“But Your Eminence, doesn’t Oz depend on that magic to 
Survive?” 


She waved a hand dismissively. “Jellia, | thought | saw 
something special in you in the palace, but now you sound 
positively old-fashioned. There’s plenty of magic to go 
around. Oz won't feel a thing.” 

| shut my mouth. The months ahead would be hard 
enough without starting out on Glinda’s bad side. We 
watched as the soldiers finished tightening the last nuts and 
bolts on Glinda’s drilling machine, and then she pushed me 
forward. “Now, Jellia, it’s time to do your duty for your 
country.” 

“Me?” | blurted in surprise as two soldiers grabbed me by 
the arms and dragged me toward the machine. “But—” 

“I| need magic to power the drill,” Glinda cooed. She 
floated delicately after us, her heels sparkling silver several 
inches off the ground. “You certainly don’t expect me to use 
mine, do you?” Now that we were closer to the machine, | 
could see a leather harness and silver helmet attached to 
one end of the giant seesaw. | struggled desperately, but 
the soldiers strapped me in and jammed the helmet down 
on my head. What was happening? Glinda looked me over 
with an assessing gaze, and then nodded. 

“Begin,” Glinda said, and one of the soldiers flipped a 
switch on the seesaw’s platform. | screamed as a blinding 
wave of pain surged through me. It felt as though | was 
being electrocuted. Over my own cries | could hear the 
machine give out a huge, creaking groan, and the platform | 
was strapped to shifted as the machine began to move. The 
pain was unbearable and unending; my nostrils filled with 
the scent of burning, and | realized in horror that it was the 
smell of my own flesh. Nothing | had been through in my life 
had prepared me for pain like this. 

“I’m very disappointed in you, Jellia,” | heard Glinda say, 
and then everything went black. 


| woke up on my back in the long, sweet-smelling grass. 
Every part of my body ached, and when | tried to open my 


eyes my vision was so blurry | shut them again. My head 
pounded with a dull, throbbing pain. 

“Awake, lazybones?” Glinda’s voice came from a few feet 
away, but | couldn’t bring myself to look at her. “I’m afraid 
you've failed me rather badly this afternoon, and it will take 
quite a lot of effort on your part to make it up to me. I’ve 
had to revamp the entire mechanism, and all that wasted 
time is your fault.” 

“What happened?” | croaked, my voice barely above a 
whisper. 

“You should have had enough magic to power the device 
yourself. But you simply weren’t up to the job, Jellia, and 
now l'Il have to find a way to run it manually. How 
inconvenient for me.” She sniffed delicately. “I suppose | 
need to think of something for you to do all summer at my 
palace. You’re not nearly as valuable to me as | thought you 
would be.” 

Every muscle in my body cried out in protest as | 
struggled to sit upright, cradling my pounding head in my 
hands. “Now stand up and make yourself useful,” Glinda 
said, her voice sharper. | heard her snap her fingers, and | 
yelped aloud as my body was jerked into a standing 
position. | was afraid I’d fall over, but her spell held me 
there. “Open your eyes,” she said, and my body obeyed her. 
Slowly, my vision returned. We were still in the field, and the 
sun was still high in the sky—but that didn’t mean anything. 
Dorothy controlled the passage of time in Oz, and she liked 
long afternoons with lots of sunshine. Something was 
moving next to Glinda’s terrible machine. | squinted, and 
saw that the soldiers had corralled a handful of terrified 
Munchkins. While a few soldiers guarded the Munchkins, 
another was busy taking apart the harness and helmet 
they’d strapped me into. When they finished, they began 
lifting the Munchkins up to the platform part of the seesaw. 

“Munchkin labor,” Glinda sniffed, her honeyed voice 
underscored with disgust. “Unreliable, ineffective—and 


impossible to leave unsupervised. l'Il have to station some 
of my soldiers here, and even return myself to make sure 
the job is getting done properly. All of this could have been 
avoided, Jellia, if your magic was sufficient to power the 
machine.” She studied her device thoughtfully, and then 
looked back at me. “Perhaps with some refinements you'll 
be able to help me again.” One of the soldiers barked an 
order, and the miserable-looking Munchkins began jumping 
up and down in place. With a terrific, earsplitting groan, the 
machine began to turn. Glinda sighed and turned away. 
“Onward to my palace, | suppose,” she said. 

Magic. Glinda was mining magic, pulling it out of the soil 
as if she was just digging a well. It was everywhere—it was 
in the land itself. 

| struggled to stay awake in Glinda’s carriage, but my 
body had other ideas, and | passed out again as soon as it 
moved forward. | had no idea how much time had passed 
when Glinda shook me impatiently and | snapped back to 
consciousness. My muscles still ached, but the rest had 
done me a little good; the headache had subsided, and my 
vision was much clearer. “Look sharp, you lazy girl,” she 
said. “We're almost to the palace, and | won’t have you 
setting a bad example.” 

ld heard about the Summer Palace, Glinda’s famous 
home, but I’d never seen it with my own eyes. It was nearly 
a full day’s journey from the Emerald City, and Glinda’s 
domain wasn’t exactly a hot vacation destination. Outside 
the carriage, the countryside was remote and desolate. 
Lonely-looking blue hills, barren and rocky, surrounded us, 
and the trees were twisted and thorny. Here and there, huge 
craters dotted the landscape, and | wondered if she’d 
already tried out her magic-mining experiments closer to 
home. We were approaching a huge, sparkling pink gate, 
made out of some stone that refracted the setting sun’s 
light and sent it in dazzling sparks across the desolate, 
rocky ground. Beyond the gate, candy-cotton-pink towers 


stabbed upward to dizzying heights. As soon as Glinda’s 
entourage was within the castle walls, the gate swung shut. 
Like it or not, | was home. 

Glinda’s palace was as pink on the inside as it was on the 
outside. The walls were coated with a textured pink paint 
that looked as though someone had smeared sugar over 
everything. Chandeliers, crusted with pale pink gems, hung 
from the high ceilings. Pink-framed mirrors reflected the 
pink light, and everywhere hung pink-hued portraits of 
Glinda in an endless series of pink ball gowns. Waist-high 
pink vases held huge bouquets of pink flowers, which 
released little puffs of sickly-sweet perfumed pink smoke 
into the air at regular intervals. | tried not to gag as a waft 
of scent hit me, leaving a faint pink smear like a slug’s trail 
on my uniform. Glinda, who didn’t seem to walk if she could 
help it, floated ahead of me, gesturing me to follow her 
down the pink-floored main hall of the palace. “I have the 
perfect place for you, Jellia,” she singsonged as | trotted 
after her, wincing at my still-sore muscles. “We'll start you 
in the kitchen.” 

“I’m trained as a lady’s maid, Your Eminence,” | panted as 
| hurried after her. 

“Too good to start out at the bottom, are we?” she cooed. 

“It’s not that, Your Eminence, it’s just that | thought—” 
She whipped around in midair, her ball gown swirling, and 
stared down at me. 

“In my palace, you don’t think, Jellia,” she said. “Is that 
clear?” 

“Yes, Your Eminence,” | said. 

She smiled. Despite her pretty face, the expression made 
her look like a shark. “That’s more like it, Jellia. And don’t 
think | won’t be keeping an eye on you. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, Your Eminence.” In a puff of pink glitter, she 
vanished. | stood blinking in the hallway, uncertain what to 
do next, when a tall, lean boy about my age with thick dark 
hair rounded a corner and stopped in front of me. He was 


one of the best-looking people I’d ever seen; | was very 
happy to see that he wasn’t pink. 

“You're the new girl,” he said, his curt demeanor at odds 
with his charming looks. 

“Yes,” | said, and curtsied for good measure. He snorted. 

“Save it for Glinda,” he said. “I’m here to help you stay 
alive.” 


FIVE 


| was taken aback by his bluntness, but after what I’d been 
through on my way to the palace, | was grateful that 
someone was finally being level with me. “I’m Nox,” he said, 
stalking away from me. | realized | was supposed to follow, 
and hurried after him. “I oversee the kitchen, where you'll 
be stationed for the time being until Glinda . . .” He paused, 
and a look of pity crossed his face for a second before he 
returned to stern indifference. “Until Glinda promotes you.” 

“Promotes?” | asked as we walked. The maze of pink 
corridors was hopelessly disorienting; | couldn’t imagine 
ever being able to get my bearings. 

“She has a habit of it,” he said, his tone discouraging 
further questions. 

“What happens to people she promotes?” | persisted. 

“To be honest? I’m not sure you want to know.” 

“Oh,” | said, and was quiet for a moment. “I’m only here 
for the summer. | work in the palace in the Emerald City, 
normally.” 

“I know,” he said. 

“You seem to know a lot about me.” 

“Your reputation precedes you.” 

“What's that supposed to mean?” 

He didn’t slow down. “Glinda’s not the only one who’s 
kept an eye on you. It’s my job to know what happens in the 
palace.” 

“I thought you just said you worked in the kitchen.” 

“Among other things.” With this cryptic answer, he pushed 
open a pink-paneled door at the end of yet another pink 
hallway, and | followed him into what was obviously the 


palace kitchen. A bank of ovens took up most of one wall; 
next to them, pink pots bubbled on a huge pink stove. But 
the rest of the room was mercifully ordinary; the long 
counter that stretched the length of the kitchen was just 
plain old wood, the floors were gray stone, and the walls 
were painted a clean white. “Glinda doesn’t come in here,” 
Nox said, as if to explain the color scheme. Three Munchkin 
cooks bustled back and forth in front of the stove, and a 
bedraggled girl who looked about ten was washing dishes in 
the kitchen’s huge sink. Nox didn’t introduce me, and none 
of them looked up as we came into the room. “Glinda only 
eats pink food—mostly cake, which is why there are so 
many ovens,” Nox said. “She likes strawberry ice cream, 
too. If she wants something that isn’t ordinarily pink, we 
have to enchant it. Just hope you don’t get stuck on cleanup 
after bubble gum fondue night.” 

“Bubble gum fondue?” He was kidding, right? But his 
expression was serious, and based on his demeanor so far, 
it didn’t seem like he kidded anyone about much of 
anything. 

“Listen,” he said, “I don’t know how they do things in the 
Emerald City, but if you want to survive here you'd better 
not let Glinda overhear you say anything she might find 
unflattering. And she has ears everywhere in the palace.” 
He looked meaningfully at the cooks. 

“Right,” | said. “Thanks.” 

He took a tiny pink bird covered with pink rhinestones out 
of his pocket and fastened it to my apron with a little pink 
clip. “Don’t ever take this off, even when you go to sleep. 
She’ll know, believe me. This is how she summons you when 
she needs you. It'll direct you to wherever she is in the 
palace.” As if on cue, the bird let out an earsplitting blast of 
noise, and | jumped about a foot in the air. Nox didn’t even 
flinch. “Jellia!” Glinda’s voice, tinny and compressed, 
shrieked across the kitchen. “Bring me a strawberry 
sundae!” 


Nox crossed the kitchen to a tall freezer, which he opened 
to reveal a row of strawberry sundaes, already prepared. 
“When she wants something, she wants it right away. We 
make her favorite dishes ahead of time so she doesn’t have 
to wait.” He took a pink platter and a pink vase down from a 
Shelf, filled the vase with pink roses from another cooler, set 
a sundae and the flowers on the platter, and handed the 
platter to me. “Good luck,” Nox said. “lIl see you back here 
when you’re done.” 

I'd hoped | would get some time to rest after my ordeal in 
the field, but clearly that wasn’t going to be the case. | dida 
mental self-assessment; | was still sore, but I’d manage. The 
bird pin barked directions at me as | hurried back through 
the palace corridors and up spiraling flights of pink stairs. 
Finally, | found myself at a set of pink double doors. | 
knocked lightly, and the doors swung open. 


IX 


Glinda’s personal chambers looked as though a pink 
marshmallow had gotten into a losing fight with a cotton 
candy machine. The walls were a lighter version of the ever- 
present shade of the palace, and the floors were carpeted 
with thick patterned rugs piled on top of each other, in some 
places inches thick. Heavy pink velvet drapes hung on 
either side of the big picture windows, which let in a view of 
the surrounding countryside through rose-tinted glass. A 
huge, pink-canopied bed dominated one corner of the room, 
where Glinda lounged against a raft of immense, ruffled pink 
pillows. She had let her hair down and her soft curls framed 
her heart-shaped face. She looked almost vulnerable, and 
surprisingly young—despite what she had put me through, | 
found myself wondering what she was really like when she 
wasn’t busy being a manipulative, magic-stealing monster. 
She had to be pretty desperate for friends, if Dorothy was 
the closest thing she had to someone to hang out with. 

“That took you long enough, Jellia,” she said sweetly. “You 
may bring the tray over here.” 

“Yes, Your Eminence,” | said, trying not to trip on the 
carpets as | crossed the room. 

“How are you finding the palace, Jellia?” she asked as she 
took the tray from me and settled it on her lap. Was she 
serious? | looked at her out of the corner of my eye. Her 
face was serene. She was serious. 

“It’s as lovely as you are, Your Eminence,” | said 
cautiously. 

She smiled. “You are very clever, aren’t you, Jellia? Tell me 
honestly—were you happy working for Dorothy?” 


| kept my eyes on the floor. We were definitely on thin ice. 
What did she want from me? 

“I’m always happy,” | said, and she actually laughed. 

“Look at me, Jellia.” Cautiously, | looked up. She was still 
laughing, holding her bowl of ice cream so carelessly that it 
was in danger of spilling over onto her dress. “Jellia, | know 
you're not stupid. And | know you’re not happy. Dorothy is.. 
.” She paused. “Dorothy can be quite difficult,” she said, 
although | didn’t think that was what she had meant to say 
Originally. “But you have run her palace very well, and 
remained very modest—admirable qualities, in someone 
with your power.” 

Was this about her machine? Or the magic she was 
mining? | had plenty of practice keeping my expression 
blank after all the time I’d worked for Dorothy, but 
something told me Glinda was going to be a lot harder to 
fool. “Perhaps you can be of more use to me than | 
thought,” she mused. She looked down at her ice cream and 
a sudden frown marred her perfect features. “But this ice 
cream has melted, Jellia, because you took so long to bring 
it to me.” 

“But Your Eminence, we’ve been talking—” 

Her frown deepened. “Now, Jellia, | don’t want to hear 
your excuses. | want you to do better next time. Is that 
clear?” 

“Yes, Your Eminence. It won’t happen again,” | said. Next 
time | would have to use a spell on her sundae to keep it 
cold. No one had said anything about a ban on using magic 
in Glinda’s palace. 

Glinda studied me and sighed deeply—a sigh that seemed 
to come all the way from where her puffy, feathered, pink 
high-heeled slippers dangled from her perfectly manicured 
pink-glitter-coated toes. “Tell me, Jellia. Do you enjoy your 
job?” 

| blinked. “Enjoy, Your Eminence?” 


“| mean, do you take real satisfaction in your work? At the 
end of the day, do you feel pride in what you’ve 
accomplished? Is it meaningful for you to be here?” 

| had no idea how to respond to this. “I’m sorry, Your 
Eminence, | don’t mean to be disrespectful—it’s just that it’s 
my first day, and I—” 

“Because the thing is, Jellia, | get the sense from you that 
you just don’t care,” Glinda interrupted, her fructose-sweet 
voice tinted with genuine sadness. “It’s as though you’re 
just going through the motions—you’re clearly very smart, 
and very efficient, but | need you to understand that we’re 
all at the palace because we want to be here. Because our 
work is meaningful to us. | give my heart every day to 
magic, Jellia”—at this, Glinda laid her beautifully manicured 
hands over the bony area of her sternum that | imagined 
housed this, also doubtless pink, organ—“I show up for my 
work with joy, Jellia, because there simply isn’t anything I’d 
rather do than be Glinda the Good Witch. But you—I think 
you'd almost rather be anywhere else. Mistakes like this”— 
she indicated the bowl of melted ice cream with a gentle, 
regal nod of her golden head—“tell me that you think you’re 
too good to be here with us. Don’t get me wrong, you're 
very competent. But | need to feel that you care, Jellia. | 
need to see caring from you. Can you do that for me?” 

“I—I| think so, Your Eminence,” | said, utterly confused. 

“Im sure things were different when you worked for 
Dorothy,” Glinda said, her voice losing none of its gentle 
sweetness. “But here, we don’t make mistakes.” In her 
hands, the sundae bowl began to glow red-hot, and the ice 
cream melted into a steaming swirl. Without changing her 
expression, Glinda threw the bowl directly at me. 

| flung up my arms without thinking, as if to protect myself 
—and felt a strange buzzing surge through me. The air 
around me shimmered, and to my astonishment, the bowl 
shattered in mid-flight, as though it had hit an invisible brick 
wall. With a series of little pops, the fragments vanished 


before they even hit the floor. A few blobs of pink ice cream 
hung forlornly in the air before they, too, disappeared with a 
faint, sticky noise. | stared in disbelief, but Glinda was 
smiling. 

“I thought so,” she said. “Oh, | had a feeling about you, 
Jellia, and I’m simply never wrong when | have a feeling.” 

| was too startled to keep up my perfect servant act. 
“What—happened?” 

“All in good time,” Glinda said, and this time the 
gentleness in her voice seemed almost real. “I moved too 
quickly with you this afternoon. But there’s much, much 
more to you than meets the eye, and together we're going 
to find out just how much you can help me.” 

“| don’t understand,” | said. 

“Leave the understanding to me,” she said briskly. “You’re 
dismissed, Jellia. We’ll have plenty of time to perfect your— 
education.” She waved a hand in my direction and turned 
back to the window. 

Nox took one look at me when | finally found my way back 
to the kitchen and told me I was done working for the day. 
His demeanor was as gruff as ever, but | thought | saw 
Sympathy in his eyes. “What happened up there?” 

“I—to be honest, I’m not sure,” | said, and told him 
everything—Glinda’s sudden niceness, the ice cream, the 
thing I’d done to somehow make it disappear. When | got to 
that part, his eyebrows went up. 

“You mean, you did magic?” 

“But it wasn’t something | did on purpose,” | said. Before 
Dorothy and her rules, everyone in Oz had used magic all 
the time in the palace for little things, like polishing the 
silver, or making the flowers in the garden grow a 
particularly vibrant shade. Ozma had magic, of course— 
Ozma was a fairy, with all the powers of Oz at her disposal. 
And Dorothy had power, too: the power to control the 
weather, set the seasons to her liking, bewitch the 
Scarecrow’s weird experiments into more than just lifeless 


ideas strung together out of wood and wire—though none of 
us really knew where Dorothy’s power came from, or if she’d 
had it in the Other Place. But what I’d done in Glinda’s room 
was something different from the common household magic 
all the servants shared. It was far more powerful—and 
seemingly out of my control. 

“You’ve never done anything like that before?” 

“I don’t think so,” | said, and then stopped. | had done 
something like this once before when | was a little girl. I’d 
been playing with some hand-me-down dolls that the other 
servants had given me. | was lonely—I was the only child in 
the palace, and one day I’d decided | wanted some real live 
friends, so | made my dolls come alive. | still don’t know how 
| knew the magic to make that happen, but | do remember 
when Ozma walked in on me and my animated friends. 
She’d instantly made them go back to being just stuffed 
dolls, and she’d made me swear to never do that again— 
and to never let anyone else know that | could do something 
like that. | always wanted to make her happy, so I’d never 
again tried to summon that kind of magic—| didn’t want to 
upset Ozma. 

ld always kept the extent of my magic a secret from 
everyone else in the palace. Adding a little extra shine to 
the silverware was no stretch for most Ozians, but ever 
since that day, | knew that my own powers were different— 
and stronger—from everyone else in the palace. Except 
Dorothy. And Ozma. 

“You're different, aren’t you,” Nox said, interrupting my 
reverie. | didn’t confirm his suspicions—he seemed to know 
without me saying anything. “That must be why we—” He 
cut himself off. 

“Why what? And who's we?” 

“| promise l'Il tell you everything when it’s time,” he said. 
“But for now you'll have to trust me.” 

“Right,” | said. “Clear as mud.” | sighed, annoyed, but 
whatever he knew, he wasn’t going to tell me anything else 


"m 


now. 

“You've had a long day,” he said. “Why don’t you get 
some rest, and you can get a fresh start tomorrow.” He 
lowered his voice again. “Whatever she says to you— 
whatever she lets you see—don’t trust her. Understood? She 
can act vulnerable, but it’s just an act.” 

Nox summoned another Munchkin to show me to my room 
in the servants’ quarters. It was tiny, like my room at 
Dorothy’s, but it had none of the comforts of my room at 
home, where I’d spent my entire life. It was bleak and bare 
bones, with just a narrow bed, a low dresser, and a single 
small window that overlooked the palace gardens. The room 
was a Stark reminder of how different my new life was, but 
at least here, | could be alone. Just the summer, | told 
myself again. / just have to make it through the summer. | 
collapsed on the bed, too exhausted to even change out of 
my dress, and fell immediately into sleep. 


” 


SEVEN 


The next day the little bejeweled bird woke me up with a 
horrific shriek right in my ear. | sat bolt upright, my heart 
galloping in my chest, and it took me several minutes to 
remember where | was and what had happened to me. | 
looked down in dismay at my wrinkled, dirty dress. The bird 
fell silent after its initial blast, and | realized it was just some 
kind of alarm, not a call from Glinda. | splashed cold water 
on my face, brushed my hair, and muttered a quick spell 
over my dress; the previous day’s grime melted away, and 
the wrinkles dropped from the fabric. | didn’t exactly feel my 
usual chipper self, but the night’s rest had loosened up 
some of my aching muscles and done away with my 
headache at least. | put my hair up in a demure twist, 
pinched my cheeks to add a bit of color, and ran down to 
the kitchen. 

Nox was already there, going over a complicated-looking 
chart spread out on the big counter. “You’re late,” he said 
tersely without looking up as I entered the kitchen. 

“I’m sorry,” | said. “I didn’t wake up until the alarm.” 

“It’s not an alarm,” he said. “It’s the signal that means 
you should be at your post already. Don’t let it happen 
again.” 

“| won't.” 

Finally, he looked up, and his expression softened a little. 
“I’m just working out the schedule for the rest of the day,” 
he said in a low voice, gesturing to the chart. “lII try to keep 
you out of Glinda’s way today. After yesterday, | imagine 
you could use a break. | can’t do much if she summons you 
directly, but at least this way you won’t be right in front of 


her. l'Il try to keep her occupied. Hopefully she won’t come 
after you until the afternoon.” In a more ordinary tone—one 
the cooks could easily overhear—Nox explained the 
workings of the palace to me. “This chart is posted in the 
kitchen with the day’s schedule. Sometimes we have 
various guests and dignitaries who are served meals in the 
dining hall, but right now Glinda is here alone. If she doesn’t 
have guests, she usually eats in her chambers. Servants eat 
in the kitchen after the main meal is served. I’m sure we’re 
a much smaller staff than you’re used to in the Emerald 
City; we all do a bit of everything. You’ll meet the rest of the 
maids today at dinner. But in the meantime .. .” He trailed 
off and studied me thoughtfully. His dark hair fell into his 
eyes, and he had that kind of mournful, beseeching look 
about him that would have suggested poetic depth to a girl 
with a slightly less pragmatic disposition than mine. | 
imagined he probably did pretty well among the ladies of 
the palace, although Glinda couldn’t have had much interest 
in his considerable charms if she kept him relegated to the 
kitchen. Then again, it was hard to imagine the words 
“Glinda” and “romance” in the same sentence. | couldn’t 
exactly picture her swooning over photos of heartthrobs, or 
waiting anxiously at fancy restaurants for her dinner date to 
show up. | wondered suddenly if Glinda’s interest in the 
Wizard was more than academic—after all, they were more 
or less equals. But it seemed more likely that she was trying 
to rope him into her crazy magic-mining plan somehow. 

Nox was looking at me with one eyebrow raised, and | 
realized I'd been staring at him. “Sure,” | said, trying to 
remember what we were talking about. Meeting the maids— 
scheduling—dinner. “Dinner! Do | need to do anything to set 
up? At Dorothy’s my job was pretty .. .” | waved my hand 
around. “I mean, | was responsible for basically everything. 
Although Dorothy didn’t care what color her food was. | 
might need some help with the pink thing.” 


But he shook his head. “That’s really what I’m here for,” 
he said. 

| couldn’t help the note of petulance that crept into my 
voice. “Then why am / here? Really?” 

He paused and looked over his shoulder. Right. The cooks. 
Eyes and ears for Glinda everywhere. Or else he was using 
them as an excuse not to tell me what he knew, what he 
meant by “we” yesterday. “Glinda wants to know how she 
can use you,” he said softly. 

| saw out of the corner of my eye one of the cooks half 
turn in order to hear us better. 

“It’s just that | want to be certain | do the best possible job 
for Glinda,” | said loudly, in a sugary voice. “It’s so 
important to me that | serve Her Eminence well.” One 
corner of Nox’s mouth twitched, and | realized belatedly he 
was hiding a smile. Score one for me, | thought. I’d made 
the Stone Man himself crack a grin. He reached forward, as 
if to touch my hand where it rested on the table, and then 
seemed to change his mind and picked up his pen again. 

“FIL send you out to the gardens for the morning,” he said. 
“You don’t need to worry about tending them or anything 
like that. Most of the landscaping is done by magic, and 
there are a few Munchkin gardeners who take care of the 
rest. But here in the kitchen, we use herbs and vegetables 
from the main garden, so you should make yourself familiar 
with it.” 

“What should | do if Glinda calls me while I’m outside? She 
was”—I paused, making sure my voice was under control 
—“unhappy with me for my tardiness last night.” 

“Punctuality is very important to Glinda,” Nox said drily. 
“But you should be safe for the morning, at least. Take this 
basket with you. Here’s what we’ll need for the day,” he 
said, handing me a basket from a shelf overhead and a 
neatly printed list of various vegetables, fruits, and herbs. “l 
imagine it will take you a few hours to find everything,” he 
added. That wasn’t even close to true, | thought, looking 


over the short list he’d handed me. He was basically giving 
me the morning off to wander around outside. If | didn’t 
know better, | would have hugged him. “Yes sir,” | said, and 
he smiled. 

“Nox,” he said. “Please. There’s no need for formality in 
the kitchen.” And he smiled at me again—a real smile this 
time, winning and full of charm. | couldn’t help myself; | 
smiled back. 


EIGHT 


Dorothy’s palace in the Emerald City had gardens far 
grander than Glinda’s, though never in a million years would 
| have been dumb enough to point that out. Even so, 
Glinda’s gardens were nothing to sneeze at. A little heavy 
on the pink flowers for my taste, of course—rows and rows 
of sweet-smelling singing roses in a dozen variations of the 
Shade; towering pink lilac trees, which released visible puffs 
of perfumed smoke at intervals; an orchard full of pink- 
barked trees, each of which bore a different pink fruit: 
peaches, apples, hot-pink pomegranates (points for 
creativity, | guess, even if not for realism). There were even 
tiny pink flowers that covered the winding paths through the 
decorative portion of the gardens like a carpet, and when 
you stepped on them, they shot out little jets of pink glitter. 
By the time | got back to the kitchen | was going to look like 
a disco ball. 

It took me a while to find the vegetable garden, which was 
more or less hidden behind a low, pink brick wall, and which 
bore little resemblance to the rest of the landscaping. The 
plants here had a distinctly practical feel: unlike the rest of 
the gardens, which were beautiful but obviously designed to 
cater to Glinda’s unnatural passion for pink, these more 
humble rows of vegetables and herbs were comforting in 
their hominess. 

ld been so young when my parents died that | had no 
memory of them. All | knew was what Ozma had told me: 
that I’d been born in a small village in the Oz countryside, to 
people who were too humble to leave me anything other 


than my name. Ozma had taken me in because | had no 
other family and nowhere else to go. 

Wandering the rows of the vegetable garden, | wondered if 
my own parents had grown food like this; if maybe they’d 
sat down every night to a dinner of crisp green lettuce and 
ruby-red tomatoes pulled from the earth just moments 
earlier. | rarely thought about my parents—what good did it 
do me to wonder?—but for a moment in Glinda’s garden | 
stopped to consider what my life might have been like if 
they hadn’t died. Maybe I’d be out in the countryside 
somewhere, lying in a field napping underneath the warm 
sun, or reading a book. Maybe my life would be my own, not 
Dorothy’s. But thinking like that was useless, and bound to 
get me nowhere. There was no point in crying about it. My 
life was what it was. There was no way I’d ever get away 
from Glinda, or Dorothy, or whatever they had in store for 
Oz. 

| was lucky to even have a job; since Dorothy came back, 
there were rumors of Munchkins going hungry for the first 
time in Oz’s history. The winged monkeys were little more 
than zombies these days, only too eager to obey whatever 
the Tin Woodman ordered them to do—even if it meant 
harassing innocent citizens. Some of the servants at the 
palace talked about friends and relatives who were out of 
work—something that had never happened before in our 
history. It was like Dorothy had brought some terrible 
disease with her from the Other Place, one you couldn’t see. 

| shook my head, trying to rid myself of such dark 
thoughts. There was nothing | could do to solve Oz’s 
problems from Glinda’s garden. And it was such a relief to 
be outside, alone, with the sun on my shoulders and the 
trilling of birdsong in my ears. As Dorothy’s head maid, I'd 
had little time to myself in the Emerald City, and l’d 
imagined that Glinda would be watching me like a hawk out 
here. But Nox had given me the gift of a morning out from 


under her scrutiny, and | was determined not to let a second 
of it go to waste. 

When | had filled my basket to Nox’s specifications | went 
out of the vegetable garden back into the flower garden. 
Despite the overwhelming influence of Glinda’s dubious 
taste, it was still a beautiful place on a sunny morning. | sat 
with my back against one of the fruit trees and closed my 
eyes. It wouldn’t do to fall asleep out here, but surely no one 
would notice if | took a moment to rest before | went back 
inside to face whatever Glinda had in store for me next. 

Suddenly, the sinister, dulcet tones of Glinda’s voice cut 
through the serene air, and | froze in terror. “Of course, 
we’re so delighted to see you,” she trilled. 

How had she found me out here? Had Nox sent her after 
me? Why hadn’t she just used the bird pin megaphone? | 
flung myself up against the nearest tree, my heart 
pounding, as she continued. 

“We have so much to discuss, my dear friend. . .” | 
craned my neck around the tree, desperately hoping she 
couldn’t see. She obviously wasn’t talking to me, and | 
didn’t recognize the little man at her side. But in an instant, 
| Knew exactly who he was. 

The Wizard, | thought. 


Glinda strolled casually through her pink pom-pom of a 
garden, the Wizard by her side. He was dressed snappily in 
a brocade suit with a top hat, and he carried a silver-tipped 
cane that he swung as he walked. Though they were a ways 
away, and thankfully the tree hid me from their view, | could 
hear most of what she was saying. “. . . and of course I’m 
certain Dorothy and | would be only too happy to work with 
you to clarify a vision of Oz’s future, if only we knew 
something more about your intentions. | know things ended 
ona... difficult note during your last visit to the palace, but 
there’s no reason to continue what | know was simply a 
terrible misunderstanding. Dorothy is just torn up about it. 
As, of course, am I.” 

Glinda’s voice was so sweet it was practically dripping 
syrup, but even from where | was sitting | could hear the 
steely resolve underneath her words. The Wizard made a 
noncommittal noise and Glinda tried again. “I mean, you 
haven't even told us how long you plan to be in Oz!” she 
cooed, adding a giggle for effect that sounded more sinister 
than flirtatious. 

What on earth was the Wizard doing here—and what could 
he possibly want with Glinda and Dorothy? | quickly 
refocused my attention as his words carried across the 
garden. 

“I’m sure we'll have plenty to discuss,” he was saying. 
“But as you know, the well-being of Oz is of utmost 
importance to me. It remains to be seen whether Dorothy is 
the leader we need in this difficult time.” 


“Certainly she’s young,” Glinda interrupted smoothly, “but 
she was clever enough to defeat you, Wizard, with all due 
respect. And please, you can’t imagine she’s to be the true 
leader of Oz. That role has always fallen to those with real 
power. She’s simply a heroine of the people. They cherish 
her. They’re only too happy to obey her every command. 
But make no mistake, my dear friend, those commands 
come from me.” 

The Wizard laughed. “Dorothy’s arrival was . . . foreseen, 
Glinda. But do not make the mistake of underestimating her. 
| know you think you control her, but she most certainly has 
plans of her own—and she’s far more dangerous than you 
can imagine. And what’s this | hear of your magic mining? 
You know Oz doesn’t have the infrastructure to support that 
kind of a power draw. In fact—” 

They were moving away from me and though | strained so 
hard to hear the rest of what he was saying | nearly fell 
over, his words were unintelligible. | sat back against my 
tree, my mind racing. | hadn’t heard enough to tell me 
much, but it seemed more than possible that my initial 
assumption about the Wizard was wrong. 

He hadn’t seemed pleased with Glinda at all—and her own 
wheedling, ingratiating tone suggested she was well aware 
of the fact. Were they working together, or was she trying to 
convince him to side with her? What did it mean if he’d 
been in Oz all along? Were they double-crossing Dorothy—or 
was he double-crossing Dorothy and Glinda? And it seemed 
pretty clear that Glinda really was trying to steal Oz’s magic. 
Whatever was going on, it was definitely something big. And 
maybe | didn’t want to know the answer. It was far easier to 
be a servant girl, oblivious to the political machinations of 
the real powers of Oz. What could | do to stop them? 

And then | had a sudden, terrible image of Ozma, 
wandering with unseeing eyes through the halls of 
Dorothy’s palace, and my heart sank all the way into my 
scuffed boots. Who was | kidding? Of course | cared. If there 


was anything | could do to help Ozma, to turn her back into 
the vibrant, powerful, generous ruler she’d once been... 
Well, there wasn’t much | wouldn’t give to have the palace 
back the way it should be. And when you got right down to 
it, that meant no Dorothy. And no so-called Good Witch, 
either. 

I'd been in the garden for a long time, and even though 
Nox had cut me a break this morning, | didn’t want to push 
my luck. | picked up my basket, looked around one last time 
to make sure Glinda and the Wizard were out of sight, and 
hurried back to the kitchen. 

Nox was there, more or less where I'd left him, although 
now instead of going over the schedule he was overseeing 
the decoration of four enormous pink cakes that the 
Munchkins must have baked that morning. Each cake had 
been frosted in a slightly different shade of pastel pink, and 
a young Munchkin baker was painstakingly creating 
elaborate portraits of Glinda on each one—a radiantly 
beautiful Glinda holding a bouquet of enormous pink roses; 
Glinda, looking benevolent, distributing pink cupcakes to 
beaming Munchkin children; Glinda with a festive 
background of fireworks and a cheering crowd; Glinda 
reclining on her immense pink bed, looking sultry. 

The portraits were so detailed they looked as though she 
was about to spring to life. | gave an involuntary shiver. Nox 
looked up as | came into the kitchen and set my basket on 
the counter, careful not to jostle the surface and upset the 
Munchkin’s work. 

“That last one seems a little scandalous,” | said without 
thinking. Nox raised an eyebrow at me and the Munchkin 
looked startled. “Nice pictures, though,” | added to the 
Munchkin. It wasn’t his fault Glinda was a power-hungry 
despot trying to suck Oz dry of all its magic. He was just 
trying to do his job and stay alive. 

“Remember what | told you yesterday?” Nox asked in a 
warning tone. 


“Yeah,” | said. “I’m just feeling a little revolutionary, | 
guess.” The Munchkin dropped his container of frosting and 
stared at me in fear, and Nox’s eyes widened. He rounded 
the table and grabbed my arm. 

“That’s enough,” he hissed in my ear. | shook him off 
angrily. 

“No, you know what’s enough?” | snarled at him. “This 
charade is enough. Glinda is destroying Oz, and you know it. 
We can’t let her get away with this! She’s the one who's 
making Dorothy into a monster, and she’s the one who’s 
stealing our ma—” Nox clapped a hand over my mouth and 
wrapped his other arm around me. 

“I said that’s enough,” he snapped. The Munchkin was 
staring at us, his mouth open. “Get back to work,” Nox told 
him. “lIl deal with this. Understood?” The Munchkin nodded, 
turning back to his cake. Nox dragged me outside into the 
hallway. 

“Listen to me, and listen carefully,” he said in a low voice. 
“Talking like that will get you killed, do you understand? | 
know you don’t understand why—! know | haven’t been able 
to tell you everything. But you can’t die. We need you.” 

“So that’s why you’ve taken an interest in my welfare?” | 
was suddenly furious. “I can’t die because you need me? For 
some mysterious cause? | don’t even know what the cause 
is, Nox! | just Know Glinda has some kind of crazy, sinister 
plan for me, and | have magic | don’t understand, and what 
if Glinda tries to put me back into that terrible machine, and 

“Look,” he said so quietly | had to strain to hear him. “l 
know. Believe me, | Know. I’m on your side, Jellia. But you 
can’t draw attention to yourself like that. You’re risking your 
life. You need to be strategic.” He looked as if he was 
struggling with a decision, and then he sighed. “There are 
other forces at work here you don’t know about. Just—you’re 
not the only one in Oz who feels this way, Jellia. Be patient.” 


“Don’t tell me to be patient,” | retorted, and then | 
thought about what he’d just said. “Wait, do you mean the 
Wizard?” 

His gaze sharpened and he pulled me in again. “What do 
you know about the Wizard?” 

“He’s here. | saw him. In the garden with Glinda.” He 
looked around, his eyes wide, as if checking to see if the 
Wizard were standing behind us, but the hallway was empty. 

“Tell me everything,” he said. “But not here. It’s not safe. 
Meet me—” He stopped, thinking. “Meet me in the garden. 
At sunset.” 

“Why should | trust you? Why do you even want to know?” 

He laughed. “You shouldn’t trust me. You shouldn’t trust 
anyone in this palace. But | give you my word that I’m on 
your side. You'll have to decide for yourself if that’s enough. 
| can tell you more tonight.” 

The tiny bird clipped to my dress let loose with a piercing 
shriek and we jumped apart. “Jellia!” Glinda cooed, her 
voice so loud | wanted to clap my hands over my ears. “l 
need you at once, Jellia!” | stared at Nox, my heart beating 
hard. 

“You'd better go,” he said, his face worried. 

“Do you think she—” 

“| don’t know. You have to be careful, Jellia. Promise me 
you'll be careful.” 

“VTL try.” 

“Do better than that.” The concern in his voice was 
genuine, | was sure of it. 

“No promises,” | said, and then Glinda’s magic yanked me 
away from the hallway. The last | saw of him was his 
handsome features twisted into a mask of worry. 


Glinda was in her chambers, in a terrible temper—lI could 
only guess because of the way things had gone that 
morning with the Wizard. She’d torn through her closet in a 
fit of pique, and the floor of her room was strewn with ball 
gowns and high-heeled shoes and gem-studded necklaces. 
“Pick that up,” she said as soon as | materialized in her 
room, dizzy and nauseous from the spell she’d used to 
transport me through the palace. She sat on her bed huffily 
and watched as | obediently collected the dresses off the 
floor and hung them carefully in her huge closet. 

She was wearing a revealing gown that plunged deeply, 
showing a considerable amount of cleavage, and her soft 
strawberry-blond hair hung loose around her shoulders. Her 
pretty features had a childish set to them, and she looked 
more like a sulky teenager than a terrifying witch. 

| wondered what it was like being Glinda. She had 
outlasted all of Oz’s other witches, and from what she’d told 
the Wizard in the garden, she was the real power behind Oz. 
When I was growing up in Oz, she’d always had a reputation 
for being the Good Witch, but | had a more than sneaking 
Suspicion that she was responsible for whatever had 
transformed Ozma from our regal, powerful, beloved 
princess to the vacant shell she was now. But in a strange 
way, aS much as | hated Glinda, | also felt sorry for her. 
There was something deep in those blue eyes that looked 
almost like loneliness. 

“You know,” she said conversationally, “we’ll be having 
another guest soon, Jellia.” My back was to her; | could feel 


her eyes boring into me as | gathered up her scattered 
jewelry. 

“Is that so, Your Eminence,” | said politely. 

“An old friend of yours, | believe. The Scarecrow.” 

“The Scarecrow is coming here?” | couldn’t keep the 
Surprise out of my voice, and | could tell Glinda was pleased 
to have caught me off guard. 

“Of course, Jellia. Who do you think invented the magic- 
mining machine?” | flinched involuntarily, remembering the 
nightmare of my journey to her palace. She examined her 
nails, a tiny frown marring her perfect features. “I really 
don’t think magic makes for the best manicures,” she 
mused. “Why don’t you try, Jellia?” 

“As you wish, Your Eminence,” | said. She summoned a 
tray of nail polish out of the air with a snap of her fingers 
and leaned back against her pillows. 

“You pick,” she said. “I don’t care anymore.” There was 
something in her voice that was so genuine and vulnerable 
that | looked up at her in surprise. | examined the bottles of 
polish—all pink, of course—and selected a vibrant coral. She 
held out one delicate hand and closed her eyes, and | went 
to work. The repetitive motion of brushing on the polish was 
almost soothing, and Glinda’s silence was a relief. My mind 
wandered, taking me back to the Emerald City, to the days 
when Ozma ruled Oz and my life had been much less 
complicated—and filled with much more joy. Ozma had 
taken me once to the Rainbow Falls, and | remembered now 
the feel of the spray on my face as we stood on a rocky 
promontory overlooking the majestic, vibrant colors of the 
falls. The air had been cool and gentle, the breeze scented 
with Ozma’s heady perfume of bergamot and sandalwood; 
the cobalt and crimson and deepest emerald of the falls 
glowing vividly underneath a clear blue sky. 

“My goodness, Jellia,” Glinda murmured, her words 
Snapping me back to myself. “What a talent you have.” | 
looked down at her nails and saw that somehow, without 


realizing it, I’d painted a perfectly detailed series of tiny 
pictures on each nail: Ozma looking out over the Rainbow 
Falls, the Lion bounding across a field, his heavy golden 
mane so perfectly rendered that | could almost see it 
moving as he leapt; the periwinkle field where Glinda had 
set up her terrible machine . . . Each image was impossibly 
lifelike. My hands tingled. Glinda was regarding me with an 
expression | couldn’t quite read: triumph, but something 
else, too, something sadder. “You have real power, Jellia,” 
She said quietly. “You have the very magic of Oz itself 
moving through you. Did you really never know?” 

“| don’t—I don’t understand,” | said, dazed. What had | 
just done? 

“You will,” Glinda said. “When the time is right, Jellia, you 
will.” Her tone was gentle, but her words sent a chill all the 
way through me. | couldn’t meet her eyes. 

“You've done very well, Jellia,” she said. “You may go back 
to the kitchen for now. But | think perhaps it’s time for you 
to take on more... . responsibility. The Scarecrow and I have 
much to discuss.” | couldn’t control my shudder, and Glinda 
chuckled, all trace of her vulnerability gone. “Sleep well 
tonight, Jellia,” she murmured. 


ELEVEN 


That evening, | could barely finish my dinner. My stomach 
was knotted in fear, and my head was a jumble of 
conflicting thoughts. Finally, the meal was mercifully over. 
When I was Sure no one was paying attention, | slipped out 
a side door into the gardens. There was Nox under the same 
tree I'd hid behind to eavesdrop on the Wizard and Glinda 
that morning. His back was to me as he scanned the 
garden, on the lookout for anyone who might see us. 

He heard my footsteps and turned as | approached the 
tree. “We have to be quick,” he said in a low voice. “If we’re 
both gone for too long at the same time, someone will put 
two and two together. It’s not safe for us to be seen 
together like this.” 

“Why would Glinda suspect you of anything? What exactly 
is going on here? Who are you?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 

“You know who I am. You seem to know more about my 
magic than | do. You know more than you should about what 
Glinda’s doing. You haven’t told me the truth about anything 
since the moment | came here. And if Glinda has some plan 
for me, and you know what it is—” 

He cut me off. “Jellia, | Know how difficult this must be for 
you. And believe me, I’m not trying to lie to you—it’s just 
that the less you know about some things, the better. For 
your own Safety.” 

“What do you mean, ‘about some things’?” | asked, my 
fear and confusion turning to anger. “Nox, what are you 
talking about?” 


He took a deep breath. “I’m talking about defeating 
Glinda,” he said quietly. “About sending Dorothy back to the 
Other Place. About restoring Oz to what it once was—and 
what it should be.” 

Defeat Glinda. Get rid of Dorothy. | couldn’t believe he’d 
said it out loud. We weren’t just meeting to swap secrets— 
Nox was openly talking treason. But if Nox was serious, he 
couldn’t be acting on his own. 

“Nox, what are you planning? And how does it involve 
me?” 

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Jellia. There’s so much | 
can’t tell you—not yet. Glinda brought you here because she 
knows your magic is special. And she wants to keep an eye 
on you because she knows we'll reach out to you—and she 
can use you to find us.” 

“Who's ‘we’?” | asked. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

“You'll find out when it’s time,” he said. “But not now. I’m 
sorry. | know it’s a lot to ask of you, but it’s for your own 
safety.” 

| shook my head. “A lot to ask doesn’t begin to cover it.” 
But for some reason, | was willing to give him a chance. And 
if he truly knew of a way to bring the real Ozma back, | 
would do whatever it took to help him. 

| thought again of being at the falls with Ozma. Of what 
my life had been like when she ruled Oz. Of how everything 
had been different—and better. “Promise me you'll tell me 
everything,” | said. “Not now—fine. | understand that. But 
soon.” 

“| promise,” he said instantly. “When the time is right, 
you'll know. Now tell me everything you saw this morning in 
the garden. If the Wizard is back—if he’s allied with Glinda— 
we have to know.” 

“I’m not sure, but | don’t think they're working together,” | 
said. | quickly told him everything I’d overheard of Glinda 
and the Wizard’s conversation. Nox’s frown deepened as | 


talked, and when | was done he let out his breath in a deep 
sigh. 

“I wish | knew what it all meant,” he mused. “But it 
sounds like the Wizard is refusing to forge an alliance with 
Glinda. At least for now. And that’s good news, I think.” 

“What do you know about the Wizard?” 

“Nobody knows anything about the Wizard, except that 
he’s from the Other Place. Dorothy’s world.” 

“And he can send Dorothy back?” 

“I| don’t know for sure. If Glinda brought her here, she 
might be the only one with the power to return her. But if he 
isn’t helping Glinda, he might be willing to help us—and that 
could make all the difference.” He paused, thinking. “Just 
keep doing what you’re doing,” he said finally. “Glinda wants 
you close to her for now, and | don’t think she'll do anything 
to hurt you until she knows more about your magic.” 

That wasn’t exactly comforting. “And then what?” 

“For now, you'll have to wait. Listen, we have to go back 
inside. They'll miss us soon. Wait a few minutes before you 
follow me.” And with that, he turned around and walked off 
through the twilit garden. 

| sighed and watched him go, my head spinning. 
Revolutionary conspiracies, bargains with wizards, all these 
secrets—it was going to be hard to find my way through all 
of this to the truth. But Nox was right—I didn’t have much of 
a choice. If he was willing to tell me that he was part of 
some secret group planning to send Dorothy back to the 
Other Place, that meant he was putting his life in my hands. 
| had no other option but to return the favor. 


TWELVE 


A few days after Glinda brought up his visit, the Scarecrow 
arrived. He constructed a makeshift laboratory on the 
palace grounds and shut himself away as soon as it was 
completed. Glinda spent long afternoons holed up with him 
there, and sinister sounds of clanking and hissing emitted 
from the hastily constructed shack at all hours. 

The Scarecrow never slept. He didn’t need to. The 
servants took turns bringing him his meals at his lab. One of 
the girls didn’t come back until the next morning—that 
night, we heard terrible screams from the Scarecrow’s 
laboratory, and at breakfast the servant girl was dead-eyed 
and silent. Nox sent her to her room to rest, but when he 
asked her what had happened in the laboratory, she just 
shook her head and refused to talk. | knew Nox was as 
Curious as | was, but there was nothing we could do without 
putting ourselves at risk, and so we went about our duties 
and kept our eyes open. 

My days at Glinda’s palace stretched into weeks, and 
Slowly | relaxed. Nox was right: Glinda kept me close. After 
the day when I'd painted her nails, she declared that | was 
“indispensable.” She demoted her previous personal maid, 
and now every morning she summoned me to her pink 
chambers and demanded | help her with her hair and 
makeup, lace her into her tight corsets, and offer her advice 
on which of her endless dresses to wear. Her obsession with 
fashion and her looks was even bigger than Dorothy’s, but 
she didn’t need my help. She had more innate fashion sense 
than Dorothy and she always picked out the perfect 
ensemble on her first attempt. After just a few days of 


composing obsequious compliments and picking up after 
her as she discarded clothes on her bedroom floor, | was 
exhausted—but | couldn’t let her see it, and so | made my 
face into a mask of good cheer. Sometimes I'd see flashes of 
the other, secret Glinda—the lonely witch who’d let me 
paint her nails—but they were few and far between; and she 
kept the powerful witch who’d strapped me into her 
terrifying machine well hidden, too. | had to remind myself 
not to be lulled into a false sense of security. | met Nox 
again in the garden a few more times, but | had nothing to 
report. Other than the Scarecrow’s secret project, there was 
nothing out of the ordinary happening in the palace. 

If Glinda was somehow pulling Dorothy’s strings, she was 
careful not to let me see it. She spent her afternoons in the 
garden, or holding court in her elaborate throne room, 
where she lounged on an immense, overstuffed pink chaise 
longue and nibbled pink bonbons off a pink tray. Messengers 
flitted back and forth between her palace and the Emerald 
City, reporting on the daily doings of the metropolis— 
Dorothy’s elaborate banquets and balls, her increasing 
number of new decrees, another statue erected in her 
honor. Once, as yet another messenger delivered yet 
another flowery speech on Dorothy’s magnificence, | saw 
the muscles of Glinda’s jaw tighten, and | wondered if she 
regretted her choice of a puppet. For a moment, | almost felt 
sorry for her. Glinda and | had at least one thing in common: 
we both thought Dorothy was insufferable. 

And then, one morning one of the Tin Woodman ’s soldiers 
arrived at the palace carrying an elaborate scroll, which he 
unfurled dramatically and read from in a deep, mechanical 
voice. “By order of Her Majesty, the Regally Benevolent and 
Eternally Beautiful Dorothy, Rightful Ruler of Oz and Mistress 
of the Deadly Desert—” 

“The introduction is unnecessary,” Glinda interrupted 
smoothly. 


The soldier sputtered and cleared his throat with a noise 
like a teakettle whistling. “Dorothy demands that her maid 
be returned to her,” he said in a more subdued tone. 

Glinda raised one elegant eyebrow. “Dorothy demands?” 

The soldier shifted his weight from one metal foot to the 
other, clanking nervously. “That’s what it says here, Your 
Eminence,” he said. 

Glinda’s nostrils flared and she lifted one delicate hand 
from her couch. For a moment, | thought she might blow the 
soldier to smithereens. But then her expression cleared, and 
she smiled. “Of course,” she said. “It’s been so wonderful to 
have Jellia here that I’d simply gotten used to her. She’s 
been tremendously helpful.” The soldier and | exchanged 
glances, both of us unsure if we were expected to respond 


to this. “I don’t know what l'Il do without her,” Glinda 
continued, “but you may tell Dorothy l'Il send her home 
tomorrow.” 


My heart leapt in my chest, and then sank again. I’d done 
it—l’d survived, and it was finally time to go back. But what 
about Nox and his secret plans to restore order to Oz? What 
could | do from the Emerald City, if he was here? And what 
did | have waiting for me with Dorothy when | got back? 

Word of my pending departure traveled quickly through 
the palace, and that night he pulled me aside after dinner. | 
expected him to give me instructions, or some kind of 
message, but all he said was, “Stay safe. I’m worried she 
has something else up her sleeve.” 

“Wonderful,” | muttered. “That’s comforting.” 

“I’m looking out for you,” he insisted. “Don’t do anything 
foolish. But don’t worry.” 

| nodded, but all | could do was worry. 


THIRTEEN 


The morning of my departure Glinda summoned me to her 
room as usual. She was already dressed in a low-cut pink 
dress that was fairly simple—for her, anyway. Her eyes had 
a dangerous glitter to them, and my heart sank. After all 
these weeks of relative calm, the real Glinda was back. 

She wasn’t alone—the Scarecrow was there with her. His 
gangly frame was stuffed into his habitual too-small suit, 
and the clothes combined with his painted-on face, button 
eyes, and the bits of straw sticking out from under his hat 
Should have made him look charming and harmless. But 
there was nothing harmless about the Scarecrow. 

“As you know, our dear friend has been helping me with a 
project that’s very close to my heart,” Glinda cooed. “And 
before | return you to Dorothy, he’d like to see all his hard 
work come to fruition. | hope you’re aware of what a 
tremendous honor it is for you to be asked to help him.” 

“Me?” | asked uncertainly, and Glinda laughed. 

“My dear Jellia!” she burbled merrily. “You don’t think I’ve 
forgotten about how eager you were to do your duty for Oz, 
do you? We’ve been working nonstop all week to perfect the 
machine | designed that will siphon Oz’s leftover magic to 
where it’s needed most.” 

My eyes widened in terror and | took an involuntary step 


backward. “I thought the machine didn’t work, Your 
Eminence,” | whispered. Her brow furrowed with 
displeasure. 


“Jellia, that skeptical attitude is simply hateful, and | won’t 
tolerate it. Of course my machine works. It simply needed 


some—adjustments.” She smiled at the Scarecrow. “Now, 
are you ready?” 

Before | could open my mouth to answer, everything went 
blurry, and | felt as though | was being pulled through a tub 
of molasses while trying to cross a stormy sea in a rowboat. 
When the world solidified around me again, Glinda, the 
Scarecrow, and | had been transported to a meadow of pale 
yellow grass, dotted here and there with bright red flowers 
that grew more thickly at the meadow’s center. The air had 
the faint, ozoney crackle of magic. A handful of Munchkins 
were busy setting up what | recognized with a sinking heart 
as a simpler and more compact version of the mechanical 
apparatus she’d used on me on the journey to her palace. 

“You know what they say, Jellia,” Glinda said, smiling at 
my stricken expression. “If at first you don’t succeed—try, 
try again.” She seized my arm and dragged me, struggling, 
toward the machine, the Scarecrow following after us. “You 
should be very honored, Jellia,” Glinda added. “Even though 
he’s terribly busy, the Scarecrow agreed to come out and 
help me make a few adjustments to my magic drill. Isn’t 
that generous of him? He knows how important the well- 
being of Oz is, and how much this magic will help keep Oz 
the wonderful place it is.” 

As Glinda dragged me closer the Scarecrow turned to look 
at us, his awful button eyes glinting as he examined me like 
| was one of his science experiments. “This is the fairy?” he 
grated. 

“Only part,” Glinda said, “but she’ll have to do.” My mind 
reeled. Part fairy? Me? But that was impossible. 

“It may not be enough. I’ve already told you, Munchkin 
labor—” 

“Is inefficient,” Glinda interrupted sharply. 

“Perhaps. But it may be the only way to operate the 
machine.” 

“| didn’t bring you all the way out here to give me 
excuses,” Glinda said brightly. “There’s no excuse for this 


negativity when it comes to serving Oz.” 

The Scarecrow shrugged. “I made the adjustments you 
specified, but | haven’t had enough time to experiment. 
Another few weeks in my laboratory, and | might have 
something for you. But | can’t guarantee this machine will 
work.” 

“We don’t have another few weeks. Dorothy wants the girl 
back now,” Glinda said, shoving me forward into the 
Scarecrow’s arms. “And we wouldn’t want to disobey the 
illustrious ruler of Oz, would we? Start the machine.” 

His fingers closed around my arms, and | shuddered with 
revulsion. It was almost impossible to believe this monster 
was the same lovable buffoon who’d once—briefly— 
governed Oz before Ozma took her rightful place on the 
throne. His fingers dug into my flesh as he strapped me toa 
smaller, more compact version of the platform Glinda had 
harnessed me to before and fastened a metal collar around 
my neck. Metal pieces curved upward from the collar and 
ended in rods that he inserted in my eardrums. | couldn’t 
move my head without impaling myself, and so | gave up 
struggling and held myself as still as possible. His eerie, 
dead eyes didn’t even register me as he worked. He 
tightened the straps that crossed my chest and stepped 
away from me. “It’s ready,” he said to Glinda, and she 
smiled. 

“Let’s begin, Jellia,” she said sweetly. “Try not to let me 
down this time, my dear.” 

| braced myself but there was no preparing for the agony 
that followed. Excruciating waves tore through me, each 
one worse than the last; the metal pieces in my ears were 
like red-hot pokers driving into my brain. Glinda and the 
Scarecrow watched dispassionately as | sobbed in despair. 

“She’s too weak,” | heard the Scarecrow say as my vision 
began to go dark. “I told you, it’s not going to work.” 

“Then both of you are terrible disappointments,” Glinda 
said coldly. “But I’m done wasting my time here. If she 


"m 


survives, the Munchkins can take her back to Dorothy. | 
have no more use for her.” 

The pain overwhelmed me, and then | didn’t feel anything 
at all. 


FOURTEEN 


When I opened my eyes again the darkness around me was 
so thick there was no difference from when I'd had them 
closed. | was lying on my back on something hard. When | 
shifted cautiously, the pain shooting through my body was 
so awful that | gasped aloud. 

“Ah, she’s awake,” said a gentle voice nearby, and the 
darkness was suffused with a cool white glow that gradually 
brightened until | could make out what surrounded me. 

| was lying next to a clear pool in the middle of a huge 
cavern whose ceiling was lost somewhere in the darkness 
overhead. The cavern’s purplish stone floor was polished 
smooth, as though by generations of feet, and its walls 
glowed with a gentle, phosphorescent light that eased the 
darkness around me and illuminated the person who had 
spoken. 

| turned my head with difficulty to study her. She was the 
oldest person l'd ever seen; her body was round and 
Shapeless beneath her sack-like white dress, and her face 
was so seamed with lines and wrinkles that it was hard to 
make out her features. Her hair stuck up in a silvery halo 
that wafted gently in the cool air like an undersea plant. 
“Don’t try to move,” she said. “You’ve been through quite a 
lot, my dear.” The wrinkles around her mouth wriggled and 
shifted, and | realized she was smiling at me. 

“What—who are you? Where am I?” | croaked, wincing as 
a whole new set of aches flared up in my body. In the cave’s 
light, | could see what a mess | was. My dress was torn and 
bloody where the Scarecrow’s harness had dug into my skin. 
My bare arms and legs were purpled with bruises and 


streaked with more blood. And every part of me hurt, from 
my scalp to the tips of my toes. 

“You can call me Gert. Grandma Gert, if you like. But who | 
am and where you are can wait until you’ve healed. You’re 
dying, Jellia.” 

“Dying?” | struggled to sit up and cried out as my broken 
body refused. 

“Lie still.” Gert’s voice was gentle but firm. “What you’ve 
been through would have killed anyone without your power. 
Glinda’s machine—” 

“You know about my power?” | wheezed. 

“I said lie still, Jellia.” She scooped me up in her soft arms, 
so lightly that | barely felt the movement. It didn’t seem 
possible that someone so soft could be so strong. She 
waded into the pool with me still in her arms. “This may hurt 
a little, my dear.” 

The clean, clear water of the pool rose around us. It was 
as warm as bathwater, but it felt thicker than ordinary water 
—almost like oil. Gert lowered me fully into the water and | 
felt it move against my skin insistently, almost as if it 
wanted something from me. | became more and more aware 
of the pain in my body—the pool was pulling it from me, bit 
by bit. | cried out in anguish and my open mouth filled with 
water; | swallowed involuntarily and felt a mouthful of the 
strange liquid move through my body as if it had a will of its 
own, worming its way through my veins. 

| looked down at myself and saw that a thick, dark 
substance was seeping out of my pores, forming a black 
cloud around me that slowly dissipated in the pool. The pain 
in my body was slowly replaced with a warm, drowsy sense 
of bliss. Dimly, | felt Gert lift me up again and set me down 
gently at the pool’s edge. The bruises and blood were gone; 
my skin glowed, and my ruined dress had been replaced by 
a thick, soft white robe. Instead of feeling broken and 
exhausted, | felt refreshed. 

“What was that?” 


Gert was looking at me with an expression that was hard 
to read. It almost looked like pity. Though she’d just gone 
into the pool with me, her clothes were dry. “Magic,” she 
said. 

“I figured that much out.” 

She smiled. “It’s good to see you back to normal, Jellia. | 
must admit | was worried about you. We were aware you 
might encounter danger at Glinda’s, but we weren’t 
prepared for things to move so quickly. Come,” she said, 
offering me her hand and pulling me to my feet. “It’s time 
for some explanations.” But instead of continuing to talk, 
she took off at a brisk pace. | had no choice but to follow her 
as she led me away from the healing pool and down a 
bewildering series of tunnels, all lit by the same glowing 
phosphorescence that seeped out of the walls. 

Sometimes the tunnels opened up into more caverns, 
each one of them full of marvels: a shimmering, 
underground meadow, radiating silver light and dotted here 
and there with towering wildflowers that rose into the 
darkness; another pool, this one so big | couldn’t make out 
its far side, where bright golden fish jumped and fell back 
into the water with a splash; a series of mysterious, 
enormous machines, which sent a shard of terror stabbing 
through me until | realized they were putting together 
elaborate clocks that slid past on a conveyor belt. 

We were moving too fast for me to catch more than the 
briefest glimpse of each cavern before Gert dragged me 
along to the next tunnel. Finally, she stopped at a low 
wooden door, rapped sharply, and pushed it open without 
waiting for a response. | followed her into a smallish room, 
furnished with a huge black table and rough wooden chairs 
that took up most of the space. Three people sat at the 
table: a cloaked figure, a mean-looking old woman | didn’t 
recognize, and Nox, whose expression was distinctly 
worried. 

“What are you doing here?” | asked him. 


“He saved your life,” the cloaked figure said, and lowered 
her hood. | flung my hands up and took a step backward. 
Her perfect face, her heart-shaped mouth, her strawberry- 
blond curls—Nox hadn’t saved me, he’d betrayed me. 
Because the woman in front of me was Glinda. 

Without realizing it, I'd backed up to Gert, who held me 
firmly in her fleshy arms. “It’s all right, Jellia,” she said, her 
soft tone doing nothing to slow my pounding heart. “It’s not 
her. I’d like you to meet Glamora—Glinda’s twin sister.” 

| blinked and stared at the woman seated at the table. 
What Gert was saying made a kind of sense. This woman 
had Glinda’s face, but where Glinda’s eyes were like cold, 
hard chips of ice, hers were kindly. The set of her mouth was 
friendly, not cruel. 

“Have a Seat, Jellia,” Gert said, steering me to a chair. “We 
have much to discuss. And | imagine you're hungry.” With 
that, she sat down next to me and snapped her fingers, her 
eyes twinkling. | was used to magic, but | was still taken 
aback by the feast that appeared on the table almost 
instantaneously—big platters piled high with fruit and 
cheese, fragrant loaves of steaming bread accompanied by 
creamy butter and honey, a huge tureen of some kind of 
soup that smelled like heaven. Gert handed me a plate and 
a gleaming silver fork that she plucked out of the air, and | 
helped myself. 

If this was going to be my last meal, | might as well make 
it a good one. Nox, Glamora, and Gert filled their plates, too 
—but the fourth person sat at the far end of the table, 
glaring at the food as if she expected it to bite her. | 
eyeballed her surreptitiously as | ate. 

She looked more like a troll than a witch. Like Gert, she 
was short and squat, but where Gert came across as 
nurturing, there was nothing generous about this woman. 
Her nose was the most extraordinary feature in her wrinkled 
face: huge and bulbous, with a wart at its very tip. She was 
dressed in purple rags that hung haphazardly from her stout 


body and a battered, pointed black hat rested on her 
greasy, stringy black hair at an alarming angle. “Why don’t 
you paint a picture, it'll last longer,” she growled at me. 
Embarrassed at being caught staring, | quickly looked away, 
mumbling an apology. Next to me, Gert chuckled. 

“Don’t you mind our Mombi,” she said. “She has a terrible 
attitude problem.” 

“Remind me of my attitude problem the next time | save 
your skin,” Mombi snapped. “Are you done stuffing your 
faces? We don’t have all day. It’s time to get down to 
business.” 

For the first time, it occurred to me to wonder what Glinda 
would think about my disappearance. How long had | been 
in the cave? What would happen when—if—I returned to her 
palace? And how had | gotten here in the first place? 

“One at a time, dear,” Gert said, and | realized that she 
was answering me even though | hadn’t spoken aloud. “Bad 
habit,” she added, reading my thoughts again. “But it saves 
time. | won’t look in on anything that’s none of my business, 
don’t worry.” 

“Fine,” | said, trying not to show her how unnerved | was 
by her magic mind reading. “How did | get here?” 

“I can answer that,” Nox said. “I followed you when Glinda 
Summoned you. | knew if she’d brought the Scarecrow to 
the palace, she was up to something really bad. We”—he 
indicated the others seated at the table—“didn’t realize 
she'd move again so quickly. | could protect you inside the 
palace, but by the time | got to you, it was almost too late. 
She and the Scarecrow had left you for dead. | thought there 
was still a chance we could save you, so | brought you 
here.” | thought of the Scarecrow’s machine and shivered, 
covering my eyes with my hands. | felt Gert put an arm 
around my shoulders. 

“I’m sorry we couldn’t prevent you from experiencing so 
much pain,” she said. “We had no idea she would try again 
so soon after she brought you to the palace. Glinda and 


Dorothy have been looking for a way to tap into Oz’s magic 
since Dorothy took over the Emerald City. Glinda’s machine 
will be slowed down now by the fact that she'll have to use 
Munchkin labor. But that won’t stop her for long. Oz is in 
danger, and we’re the only people who can keep the 
country safe.” 

“Who's ‘we’?” | asked. Mombi drew herself up to her full 
height. 

“The Revolutionary Order of the Wicked,” she said proudly. 
“The only thing standing between Oz and its destruction.” If 
the only thing standing between Oz and its destruction was 
this ragtag bunch, | thought, then Oz was in even bigger 
trouble than I’d thought—but | kept my mouth shut. Gert 
was probably reading my mind anyway. “We're witches, 
too,” Mombi continued. “But for years, we’ve kept to 
ourselves, letting our more attention-hungry sisters steal 
the spotlight. When Glinda brought Dorothy back to Oz, we 
knew it was time to come together to find a way to stop 
her.” 

“You said you knew about me already,” | said to Nox. 
“Back at Glinda’s palace. What does that mean? Does it 
have something to do with your—Order?” 

“We have eyes everywhere, including in the Emerald 
City,” he said. “We’ve known about you for a long time. 
You're part fairy, Jellia. It’s why Glinda thought she could use 
you to tap into Oz’s magic.” 

“But how could | be part fairy?” | asked. 

“It’s not common,” Gert countered, “but it’s certainly 
possible. Why do you think your magic is so powerful? 
You've always been different, and you know that.” 

| struggled to process what Gert was saying. | did have 
stronger magic than most—! knew that. But how could this 
be? How had | never known? 

“Did Ozma know?” | said finally. 

“I'm sure she did,” Nox said. “Anyone with enough magic 
can recognize your power, Jellia.” 


“Why didn’t she ever tell me?” 

“Ozma has always had her own reasons for doing what 
she does,” Glamora said. “The fairies aren’t like the other 
citizens of Oz. They literally are Oz; their magic is Oz’s 
magic. If she didn’t tell you, it was because she felt it was 
for the good of Oz. But everything is different now. You have 
to learn the extent of your powers if you want to help send 
Dorothy back to the Other Place and heal Ozma.” 

“You're not any better than Glinda,” | said, hurt surging up 
in my chest. “You only helped me out because you think | 
can do something for you.” 

“Not because you can do something for us,” Mombi said 
curtly. “Because you can do something for Oz.” 

“I know this is difficult, dear,” Gert said, her gentle voice 
countering Mombi’s gruffness. “But these are desperate 
times. We've protected you because you're special, it’s true. 
But you have the power to help us heal Oz—to bring Ozma 
back and restore the rightful order. You can’t choose who 
you are. But you can choose what you'll become.” 

“But | don’t even know how to use my magic,” | said. “l 
never even knew what I was. How can | help you?” 

“Nox is our eyes and ears in Glinda’s palace,” Gert replied. 
“And you can do that work for us in the Emerald City. No one 
is as close to Dorothy as you are.” 

“And Glinda hasn’t told her about your magic,” Glamora 
added. “As far as she knows, you’re just as ordinary as 
anyone else in Oz—if anyone in Oz can be said to be truly 
ordinary.” 

“If Glinda recognized me as part fairy, why hasn’t 
Dorothy? She has magic, too,” | pointed out. 

“Dorothy doesn’t have magic of her own,” Gert said. “All 
her power comes from those infernal shoes of Glinda’s. 
Dorothy is learning how to use that power for her own ends, 
but for now Glinda can still control her.” 

| sat for a moment, digesting what they’d told me. “You’re 
asking me to risk my life when | don’t even know what 


you're trying to do,” | said finally. 

“That part is simple,” Mombi said. “The witch is going to 
burn.” Everyone else at the table fell silent. Mombi slapped 
her hands on the table and heaved herself to her feet, 
trundling around the table to where | sat. “Listen, little girl,” 
She said, grabbing my chin and forcing me to meet her 
eyes. “You don’t think much of us now, and | can’t blame 
you. | know more about your life than you think. | Know what 
you've seen and | know how much Dorothy and Glinda have 
hurt you. Not just you—your friends. | know you remember 
what it was like to live in a free Oz. We might not look like 
much, but we can do it. We can make Oz free again.” 

Her tone was gruff, but underneath her harsh words there 
was something almost sympathetic. 

As if she could sense me softening, Mombi continued. 
“We're asking you to risk your life, sure. You know that. 
You're not stupid. But your life is already at risk, every day 
you work for Dorothy. Glinda’s already figured out she can’t 
use you in her machine. You’re no more use to her. Do you 
really want to be Dorothy’s head maid for the rest of your 
life? This is your chance, Jellia. It’s your chance at 
something better. We’re not going to pretend it’s not risky. 
But Oz deserves better—and you have the power to help.” 

Her grip on my jaw was firm, but when | met her eyes 
again they were full of compassion. “I know,” she said, so 
quietly | didn’t think the others at the table could hear her. 
“I know how much you want the real Ozma back. In that, if 
nothing else, we’re together.” 

| jerked away from her grip, and she let me. She took a 
few steps backward, put her hands on her broad hips, and 
stared at me. They were all watching me now. 

“|I need some time,” | said. 

“We can give you a few minutes, but that’s all,” Gert said. 
“We can bewitch the Munchkins who were tasked with 
taking you back to Dorothy so that they won’t realize you 
were gone, but the longer you’re here, the harder it will be.” 


“Fine,” | said. Without another word, Gert led me back to 
the cavern with the healing pool and left me there. 


FIFTEEN 


| sat staring into the pool as the soft slap of Gert’s bare feet 
on stone faded away. A pale pink mist had formed over the 
water, which was now an opaque, rich blue and smelled of 
honeysuckle. | had no idea how long I'd been sitting there 
when something in the air changed and | realized Nox was 
sitting beside me. He’d come up behind me and sat down so 
silently | hadn’t even noticed. 

“I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice, looking at the water. 

“Why did you join them?” 

He was silent for a long time. “It might not seem like it,” 
he said at last, “but you’ve been protected in the Emerald 
City from the truth of how evil Dorothy is. Glinda has been 
trying to tap into Oz’s magic for a long time, and Dorothy is 
helping her. It’s not just that machine—Glinda’s been 
digging mines deep under Oz, looking for ways to pull magic 
out of the earth. The Tin Woodman’s soldiers have been 
kidnapping people and using them as slave labor.” 

| thought of the rumors that had swirled around Dorothy’s 
palace ever since Ozma had changed. The stories of 
Munchkins going hungry, of the winged monkeys turning 
evil. They hadn’t just been stories, then. “That still doesn’t 
explain how you got here,” | said. 

“The Tin Woodman ’s soldiers burned my hometown to the 
ground when | was just a boy,” he said quietly, not looking 
at me. “They tried to take all of the adults, but everyone 
fought back. No one was left alive—except me. Mombi 
rescued me and brought me here. She raised me to be a 
fighter. | owe the Order my life.” He looked up at me. “But 
it’s more than that. More than just gratitude. | believe in the 


possibility of a better Oz, Jellia. | have to. | won’t let Glinda 
and Dorothy keep destroying our country. And if | can 
avenge my parents’ deaths—well, so much the better.” 

| searched for the right words. “I’m sorry,” | said simply, 
though it hardly seemed like enough. “I didn’t realize.” 

He shrugged. “You didn’t know. But now you have to 
decide, Jellia. Will you help us?” 

“I’ve already made up my mind,” | said, and his face fell. 
But as soon as the words were out of my mouth, Gert 
materialized next to me in a little puff of purple smoke. 

“I knew we could count on you, Jellia,” she said, her voice 
full of pride. She wrapped me up in a big, soft hug, and after 
a moment | returned the gesture. | could see Nox’s confused 
expression over her shoulder. 

“You're not the only one who wants to see the real Oz 
restored,” | said to him, and his face was transformed by a 
real, full smile. 

Gert released me from her embrace and | found that | 
missed her comforting warmth as soon as she did. | hadn’t 
had much mothering in my life. “Down to business,” she 
said briskly. “I’m sorry to be curt, my dear, but we haven't 
much time. We must return you to the meadow where 
Glinda left you, and Nox has to get back to Glinda’s before 
she notices his absence.” She paused, smiling at me. 
“Welcome to the future of Oz, Jellia. We're proud to count 
you among us.” When she put it like that, | couldn’t help but 
be a little proud of myself, too. 

After that, there wasn’t much else to do. Mombi, Gert, and 
Glamora assembled in the pool cavern to see me off. 
Glamora waved her hands, and my soft white robe was 
replaced with the tattered, bloody dress l’d been wearing 
when Nox brought me to the cavern. Glamora waved her 
hands again, and bruises sprang up painlessly across my 
Skin. | poked one cautiously; it didn’t hurt at all, but it sure 
looked convincingly gory. “Just a glamour,” she said. “They'll 
fade eventually, like real bruises.” | looked down at my 


ruined dress. | was really going to do this. | was really going 
to spy on Dorothy—and put my life on the line for the future 
of Oz. What was | thinking? Why had | agreed to this? 

“Because you know Oz needs you, dear,” Gert said. | 
faced her and opened my mouth, ready to tell her | knew no 
such thing. But the words didn’t come. Instead, | thought of 
the tiny girl who washed dishes all day long in Glinda’s 
kitchen. | thought of Nox’s murdered parents. | thought of 
poor Astrid—how was she faring, back in the Emerald City 
without me to look after her? | thought of Glinda’s Munchkin 
cooks, so afraid of Glinda’s power they were willing to spy 
on the people who they should have been united with. | 
thought of Ozma, and how things used to be. | cared about 
them, all of them. | cared about their chance for a better 
life. For freedom. | cared because they deserved it. | took a 
deep breath and adjusted my dress so that it looked even 
more askew. 

“Let’s get this over with,” | said. Gert smiled. 

“You're very brave, dear,” she said. “Very, very brave.” 

Hopefully, | wasn’t about to be very, very dead. 

Gert took my hand and put it in Nox’s. His grip was cool 
and reassuring. Gert took his free hand and Mombi took 
mine. The last thing | saw before the cavern disappeared 
was Glamora’s face, a haunting mirror image of Glinda’s, 
her big blue eyes looking deep into mine. 

We rematerialized in the meadow where Glinda had left 
me, next to the Scarecrow’s machine. It was night, just 
before dawn; overhead, the constellations of Oz gleamed 
like gems in the lightening sky. A handful of astounded 
Munchkins huddled around the machine, gaping at our 
unexpected arrival. Gert marched over to them briskly; | 
could see the air shimmering with magic around her 
upraised hands. 

“Listen, Jellia,” Nox said, and stopped, searching for the 
right words. “Good luck,” he said finally. “Be careful.” 


“You too,” | said. He nodded again and then, to my 
Surprise, he gave me a brief, fierce hug. Without another 
word, he turned his back on us and loped off into the 
darkness. 

Gert walked back toward us with the Munchkins trailing 
after her, blinking and dazed. “It’s time,” she said. “Be 
strong, Jellia. We have faith in you. We chose you because 
we knew you could do what we asked of you. Not many 
people are that brave.” 

“Or that stupid,” | said. 

Mombi grinned and patted me on the back. “Don’t get 
killed, kiddo.” 

Gert turned to the Munchkins. “You remember nothing,” 
she said gently, and they nodded as one with their mouths 
open. She smiled at me. “Good-bye, dear. And good luck.” 
The witches’ outlines wavered, and | watched as they 
shimmered and then disappeared with a pop, like a bubble 
bursting. That was it: | was on my own. 

The Munchkins were looking around them as though 
they’d just woken up from a dream. One of them caught 
sight of me and stood up a little straighter. “You're alive,” he 
said slowly. “We’re to take you back to Dorothy, if you’re 
alive. To the Emerald City.” 

| took a deep breath. “What are we waiting for then?” | 
said. “It’s time to go home.” 
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ONE 


Sometimes you just have to cut your losses, the Wizard 
thought, as the rolling green fields of Oz dropped away 
below his balloon. It had been a decent run: parties in the 
palace, everyone scampering to and fro at his command, all 
the banquets. One merged into the other now in his 
memory: the smeary blur of china platters and singing toast, 
pastries bursting into flames, wine pouring in waves down 
the sparkling white tablecloths without leaving a stain and 
hurling itself into goblets. But in the end none of it had ever 
been enough. There had been too many late nights in the 
dark of his vast chambers, staring down the bleak 
interminable chasm of the future; day after day, never 
changing, all the sycophants and toadies, the yammering 
masses, the damn monkeys—he shuddered, and closed his 
eyes against the memory. Never another monkey. The best 
thing he’d ever done in his entire tenure in Oz was sell them 
out to the Wicked Witch. 

He closed his eyes. Who was he fooling? He didn’t want to 
go back to the Other Place. It was a hard step in the wrong 
direction, going from Wizard of Oz to the tired sidewalk con 
artist he’d been before he came here. The dusty streets of 
Omaha, that tired blue sky. The circus he had traveled with 
—its dispirited, jaundiced elephant; the aging aerialists in 
their shabby old costumes; the strongman, who could only 
manage barbells made of tin painted to look like iron. He 
might have detested Oz, but it had been a vast 
improvement over his old life. Its people, fools that they 
were, had thought he was a magician capable of anything. 


They had rushed to do his bidding. He’d been a king—and 
now he was nothing. 

And he had the girl to thank for it. 

That awful girl in her awful checkered dress and her 
whining, high-pitched voice. He had been quite content to 
rule the childlike citizenry of Oz until she came along with 
her little dog and revealed him for what he truly was: only a 
man like any other, though perhaps a little less kind and a 
little more clever than most. He’d left her standing in the 
courtyard of his palace, her mouth a round, astonished O as 
his balloon rose into the sky. He’d promised her a way 
home, but he’d never been one to keep his promises. 

Now he leaned his head against the ropes of the hot air 
balloon, rough hemp scratchy against his ear, and looked 
carelessly out at the horizon. The Emerald City still sparkled 
on the horizon like a cheap necklace in the distance; far 
below, a golden plain gave way to a vast red field of 
poppies. But what caught his gaze were the storm clouds 
massing in heavy gray drifts. Even at this distance he could 
see their unnatural—though everything in this disgusting 
country was unnatural—sheen. Their staticky haze of magic, 
real magic, sparking across the roiling surface of the storm. 

The clouds moved closer at a surreal pace, swelling like 
ink spreading through water, rolling across the sky until the 
clear summery blue was swallowed up in darkness. The cool 
breeze that had carried the balloon at a brisk clip away from 
the Emerald City picked up, gusts howling past his ears and 
jerking the balloon wildly until the basket swung madly 
below it like a yo-yo on a string and he was thrown against 
the ropes. A menacing rumble of thunder was followed by 
an earsplitting crack of white-purple lightning so close to the 
basket that he could feel his hair standing on end. The wind 
whipped at his clothes. In its fury he thought he could 
almost make out a taunting chorus of voices—but what 
words they snarled, or in what language they spoke, he 
could not have said. 


Holding fast to one of the ropes, he struggled grimly to 
lower the burner, thinking he might try and safely land the 
balloon. Lightning snapped furiously and the wind swirled 
around in a terrifying vortex with the balloon at its heart, 
spinning him faster and faster like a top—but when he 
looked up from the burner he saw that the clouds that had 
streaked across the sky were gathered directly overhead. 
Past their edges, the sky was as clear and calm as it had 
been only moments earlier. Whatever this storm was, it 
wasn’t ordinary. 

Perhaps this unexpected development was the chance he 
was hoping for: Oz wasn’t ready to let him go. Someone had 
sent the storm to keep him here. 

Resigned, he settled back into the heaving basket, 
concentrating firmly on not being sick over its edge, and 
waited for the inevitable. It was only a matter of time before 
the balloon went down. With a grim sense of satisfaction, he 
watched as one particularly spectacular streak of lightning 
tore through the silk of his balloon, leaving a smoking rent 
that only widened as the wind pulled at it. With a slow, 
majestic shudder the balloon held for a moment, caught in 
an updraft, and then it began to plummet toward the sea of 
poppies below. As quickly as it had come upon him, the 
storm blew itself out like a birthday candle: the wind died, 
the lightning popped and vanished, and the clouds 
dissipated into faint gray wisps that dawdled off toward the 
horizon. One last gust cupped the balloon, buffering its fall 
to earth. “Please,” he said aloud, in the event he was being 
watched by whatever entity had sent the storm. “Just no 
more monkeys. It’s all | ask.” He could have sworn the gust 
snorted. 

With a bone-jarring thud, the balloon hit the ground and 
bounced into the air once—sending poppies flying—before 
thumping down again. The Wizard was flung from the basket 
and went head over heels into the poppy field, tumbling 
through a rich red cloud of petals and at last coming to rest 


in a drift of seed heads and silvery-green leaves. He lay 
there for a moment, stunned, and then took stock of all his 
limbs. Nothing seemed to be broken, or even bruised. 
Whatever magical force had brought down the balloon had 
apparently had no intention of harming him. He sat up, and 
found that the heady smell of the poppies had induced a 
wonderful languor; his limbs seemed deliciously heavy. The 
golden sunlight poured over him like butter and his eyelids 
began to drift closed. He sank back into the poppies as if 
into the most decadent and luxurious of feather beds. 

“| really should have tried this sooner,” he murmured, and 
then darkness took him. 


TWO 


“Wake up,” said an insistent voice in his ear. “It’s time.” He 
had no interest in doing so. He’d been having the most 
lovely dream, floating in a warm honey-scented bath while 
colorful balloons sailed by overhead and a beautiful talking 
lion sang lullabies in a voice that rivaled the great blues 
singers of his homeland. But the voice would not let him 
sink back into glorious oblivion. “I mean it,” it said, more 
firmly this time. “Wake up.” 

He opened his eyes and found himself staring into a pair 
of uncanny emerald ones. Emerald. There was something 
about the color that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. His 
own eyes refused to focus properly, and he only wanted to 
go back to sleep, but the person in front of him was now 
tugging fiercely at his shoulder. “We have to get you out of 
here,” Emerald Eyes said. “You're high as a kite.” 

“Balloon,” he mumbled, allowing himself to be dragged 
along as the young man hoisted one arm over his shoulder 
and towed him through—where was he? His vision was 
improving a little; there was more color all around him, red 
and green, and overhead a lot of blue. A sky, he 
remembered. The thing overhead was a sky. He protested 
feebly as he was pulled away from the last of the huge red 
flowers, and dumped, unceremoniously, onto a grassy 
hillock. Emerald Eyes smacked him briskly on the cheeks, 
but when this did nothing to wake him up, heaved a sigh of 
disgust and let him go. “Nighty night,” he murmured, and 
drifted off into sleep again. 

The next time he woke up, it was early in the morning, 
and the pleasant fuzziness had faded to a dull buzz. He was 


in a cornflower-blue field, under a bright blue sky. He sat up 
and looked around. A patch of fat pink flowers next to him 
was singing a cheerful high-pitched ditty. Two huge yellow- 
and-black butterflies fluttered lazily through the air, arguing 
halfheartedly about who was better-looking. Emerald Eyes 
was stretched out with his back against a nearby tree, 
watching him. “Good,” he said. “You’re awake. The poppies 
should be wearing off now that you’re out of the field. Do 
you know where you are?” Emerald Eyes cocked his head. 
“Do you know who you are?” 

He considered the questions. There was the dream about 
the lion—but before that, everything was a hazy blur. He 
had a vague sense that flowers did not ordinarily sing and 
butterflies were not meant to talk, but that was it. “Not 
really,” he admitted. 

Emerald Eyes looked at him for a long time. “You’re the 
Wizard,” he said finally. “Not that you were ever very good 
at being one. But we can’t call you that on the journey we’re 
about to take. You really don’t remember, do you?” 

Wizard? He didn’t know anything about being a wizard. 
Something stirred in his memory. A card table—he’d sat at a 
card table and done sleight-of-hand tricks, and passed a 
battered top hat. A shabby one-room apartment that 
smelled of cabbages. His face in the mirror, sallow and pale, 
with dark circles under the eyes. A young face, but 
hardened and cynical. A brown suit with fraying cuffs, worn 
shiny at the elbows, and underneath it a stained white shirt 
with a collar that had long since lost its crispness. He shook 
his head violently, and the images dissipated into wisps of 
smoke. “I played tricks,” he said uncertainly. 

Emerald Eyes laughed, and there was something in the 
sound that was almost bitter. Or cruel. “That you certainly 
did,” he said. “For the time being, let’s call you...” He 
trailed off, thinking, and then smiled. “Let’s call you Hex,” 
he said with a grin. “And you can call me Pete, though you 
used to know me as something else.” 


“| did?” the Wizard asked. No. He wasn’t a wizard. This 
strange boy had just told him as much. Hex. His name was 
Hex now. He studied Pete closely, and something flickered 
at the back of his mind. A baby? A monkey? But then the 
flicker died down, and whatever he’d been about to 
remember was gone. 

“You did,” Pete said, “but that was a long time ago. Do 
you have any idea how long you’ve been down for the count 
in that poppy field? Twenty-five years, my friend, give or 
take a few. You should be an old man by now. But as you 
know—or used to know anyway—time doesn’t move the 
Same way in Oz that it does in your world. And time 
definitely doesn’t move the same way in the poppy field.” 
Pete sighed. “Kind of jealous, actually. A quarter century 
blissed-out nap sounds pretty good right about now. You 
wouldn’t believe how much work it took to get out of the 
palace—the only reason | could get away at all was because 
Dorothy is so wrapped up in whatever she’s up to with 
Glinda. Anyway, I’ve been sent to help you get home.” 

“Sent? By who?” Hex thought more about what Pete had 
just said. The name Dorothy had set off a tiny alarm in his 
brain, though he wasn’t sure why. “Where is home, if it isn’t 
here?” 

“The Other Place,” Pete said impatiently. “You were trying 
to get there when your balloon crashed. That’s where you’re 
from, and that’s where you belong. But you can’t cross the 
boundary between here and there until your memory 
returns. The fairies are the only people in Oz who can help 
you, which is why I’m taking you to them. But they won’t 
help you without getting something in exchange—and 
they'll test you to make sure you’re worthy of their 
assistance.” 

“Test?” Hex asked nervously. “What kind of test?” 

“The Three-Part Test,” Pete said. “Wisdom, Courage, and 
Love. It’s part of your journey. | can guide you to the fairy 
kingdom, but you’ll have to pass the test on your own to 


prove your selflessness. The fairies won’t help you unless 
they believe it’s for the good of Oz.” 

Test? Other Place? Fairies? What Pete was saying didn’t 
make any sense at all. And why did Pete care if he stayed 
here or went to what was supposedly his home? If he 
thought about it for too long his head hurt. “Why now?” he 
asked suddenly. “Why didn’t you just leave me to sleep?” 

Pete pulled Hex to his feet, ignoring his protests. “It’s time 
to start walking,” he said. “No one will be looking for you, or 
expect to see you out here wandering around, but we can’t 
take any chances.” 

“Why does it matter if anyone recognizes me?” 

Before Hex even realized what was happening, Pete had 
taken hold of his face in both hands, staring deep into his 
eyes with his own uncanny green ones. “Hold still,” Pete 
said. “This might hurt.” He pushed his palms into Hex’s 
cheeks with a terrible cracking sound. The sudden flare of 
pain was overwhelming, and Hex uttered a muffled yell. He 
could fee/ the bones of his skull shifting as Pete’s hands— 
almost unbearably hot now—continued to push at his 
cheeks and jaw. His skin was burning; his scalp felt as 
though it might peel away from his skull in flayed pieces, his 
teeth as though they were crumbling in his jaw. Tears sprang 
to his eyes, and a flash of contempt crossed Pete’s face 
before he finally took his hands away. Hex sank to his knees, 
gasping for breath, and touched his face, afraid of what he’d 
find there. His skin was cool and ordinary to the touch. The 
agony lessened to a dull throb. 

“I could have just glamoured you,” Pete said, “but this will 
last longer. I’d show you in a mirror, but | don’t have one— 
and anyway, you don’t remember what you looked like 
before. But trust me, no one in Oz is going to recognize you 
now.” Hex rubbed his jaw, wincing at the remembered pain. 
“You'll need new clothes, too,” Pete added, tossing him a 
pair of pants and a shirt that he’d somehow summoned out 
of thin air and then pointedly turning his back. After a 


moment, Hex changed into the new clothes. They fit him 
perfectly. He carefully folded the clothes he’d been wearing 
and cleared his throat. Pete turned around again, and Hex 
handed Pete his old suit. Pete snapped his fingers, and the 
clothes disappeared. 

“Thanks,” he said, and laughed. Pete looked at him in 
Surprise. 

“You're welcome,” he said. “Let’s get going.” 

Pete was already walking away from him, striding briskly 
through the tall, pale blue grass. Hex scrambled after him, 
his mind burning with questions. Why, after twenty-five 
years, had Pete woken him up now? Why did it matter if 
anyone recognized him? Who was Pete, and why did he call 
Hex a wizard? Who were the fairies, and why was Pete 
taking him to them? Hex stared at Pete’s back and sighed. It 
didn’t take a wizard to know his questions weren’t going to 
be answered anytime soon. 


THREE 


They walked through the pale blue fields for a long time, 
stopping briefly to eat some bread and cheese that Pete 
Summoned out of thin air. (“That’s magic,” Pete said. “Not 
like the flashy tricks you used to do.”) Their shadows 
lengthened on the grass; by now it was late in the 
afternoon. Pete occasionally squinted up at the sun as if 
gauging their direction, but when Hex asked him about it he 
only laughed. “This is Oz,” he said. “The directions change 
all the time. I’m following the feel of the Old Magic—that’s 
what’s telling me where to go.” 

“Old Magic?” Pete didn’t answer at first, and Hex thought 
he was ignoring the question, but after a moment, he 
shrugged. 

“You really don’t remember anything, do you? The Old 
Magic is the lifeblood of Oz. The power that runs through 
this place and keeps it alive. It’s like a huge web that 
connects everything together. The people, the landscape, 
the animals, the palace—Old Magic flows through 
everything. Only the most powerful witches in Oz can tap 
into it. And the fairies, of course, because technically it’s 
their magic—but | don’t think even they truly understand 
how it works.” 

“The fairies who will be testing me?” Hex asked. 

“The fairies are the original citizens of Oz,” Pete replied, 
apparently content to continue his history lesson. “They 
were the ones who first crossed the Deadly Desert, long 
before Oz existed, and used their blood to give Oz its magic 
and bring life to the desert. They created Oz out of the 
wasteland. Because of that, the fairies are the rightful rulers 


of Oz. There have been other guardians of the throne over 
the years, of course.” Pete shot Hex an inscrutable look. 
“But none of those rulers are legitimate unless they’ve been 
authorized by the fairies. Anyway, if anyone can help you 
get home, it’s the fairies.” He put a strange stress on the 
word “legitimate,” and Hex wondered what he was getting 
at. Fairies? Old Magic? It all sounded like a bad penny 
dreadful. He frowned. Penny dreadful. An image of a cheap, 
flimsy booklet, its cover printed in lurid colors, a fanged 
vampire leering over a cringing blonde girl in a low-cut 
dress. Something he’d once owned? He felt as though he 
were surrounded by a translucent but impermeable wall—he 
could almost see through to the other side, where his old 
self awaited him in his real life, memories intact. But every 
time he tried to reach out he crashed into a barrier as solid 
as glass. 

He had stopped walking, trying to remember, and Pete 
was watching him with an unreadable expression that 
seemed almost sympathetic, in contrast to his previous 
hostility. “It must be strange,” Pete said. “Not knowing who 
you are.” 

Hex struggled to keep hold of the memory, but it 
dissolved again into the blurry recesses of his mind. He felt 
almost queasy, and realized belatedly that the strange 
sensation was shame. “I wasn’t a very good person, was I?” 
he asked quietly. 

Pete looked surprised. “No,” he said after a moment. “Not 
really.” 

“Maybe it’s better | don’t remember,” Hex said. “Maybe | 
should just start over.” 

Pete’s expression grew hard again. “Do you really think 
that’s how it works? You forget about all the bad things you 
did, and they just go away? The people you hurt still 
remember. They have to—” Abruptly, Pete stopped, as if 
he’d thought better of what he had been about to say. “Get 
moving,” he said gruffly. “We have a long way to go.” 


The blue field gave way to rolling hills of flowers that 
moved like waves even though there was no wind, 
stretching all the way to the horizon on either side. In front 
of them loomed an immense black forest, with trees so tall 
that even at a distance Hex had to tilt his head all the way 
back to see where their inky tips speared the blue sky. As 
they drew closer, he saw that the trees grew so closely 
together they almost resembled a wall. The forest had an 
unmistakable air of menace—and they were unmistakably 
headed directly for it. “You want us to go in there?” Hex 
asked, trying to keep his voice casual, and though Pete’s 
back was to him he could hear the sneer in Pete’s response. 

“Don't like it? Too bad.” After that, Hex resolved not to ask 
any more questions. His situation was bad enough without 
giving Pete any more opportunities to make him feel like a 
fool. 

Suddenly, an earsplitting howl echoed across the sea of 
flowers, and Hex saw half a dozen jagged black shapes 
bounding toward them through the blossoms at a terrifying 
speed—wolves, he thought, but like no wolves he had ever 
seen. They were twice as big, and from their brindled backs 
sprouted huge, leathery black bat wings that flapped madly 
as the animals raced toward them. Every so often one of the 
wolves would give its wings a tremendous pump, propelling 
itself several feet into the air and hurtling even more quickly 
toward them. “Wolves! Run,” Pete yelled, and took off for 
the forest. Hex didn’t need to be told twice. His throat 
closed up in terror as he ran after Pete. But the wolves were 
gaining on them; they would never make the forest in time. 
Pete risked a glance backward and stumbled. Hex, unable to 
stop his momentum, thumped into him, sending them both 
tumbling to the ground. Pete cursed aloud, and then the first 
of the wolves was upon them. Pete threw up his arms. A 
crackling curtain of purple energy sprang up behind them. 
The wolf skidded to a halt, but too late: it crashed into 
Pete’s magical wall and yelped frantically as its fur caught 


fire. Pete scrambled to his feet, dragging Hex up with him. 
The other wolves had stopped, eyeing the wall of magic 
warily, but one of them was already trying to push through, 
and Hex saw in horror that rather than burning its snout, the 
wall was beginning to give. “That’s not going to hold them,” 
Pete gasped. “Come on.” 

Hex was pretty sure he had never run so hard in his life— 
of course, he couldn’t remember, but it didn’t seem likely. 
Behind him, he heard a triumphant yip, and knew one of the 
wolves must have broken through Pete’s spell. He put his 
head down and pumped his legs harder. “Almost there,” 
Pete said at his side. Dimly, Hex realized that Pete had 
slowed down to match his pace. And then the wall of trees 
reared up before them, and Hex nearly crashed into one of 
the enormous trunks before Pete grabbed his arm and 
pushed him at a narrow opening between two trees. Up 
close, the forest was more like a fortress. The huge trees 
loomed over them, sinister and forbidding, like an army of 
conjoined soldiers forming a hermetically sealed barricade. 
Hex struggled to squeeze through the trees. The wolves had 
reached them; Pete held them off with crackling sparks of 
magic, but they were so close Hex could smell their awful, 
meaty breath and see the serrated edges of their huge 
fangs as they snarled. One leapt through the magical 
barrier, yowling but undeterred as its fur caught fire, and 
Hex hurled a rock at the wolf with all his might, hitting it 
squarely on the nose. It jumped back, growling. “Go!” Pete 
yelled, giving him one final shove, and with that Hex popped 
through the wall of trees and tumbled to the ground on the 
far side. Pete heaved himself through the opening after him, 
landing on top of him as the trunks snapped together like a 
door slamming. First one, then several more disappointed 
howls rose up on the other side of the wall. Hex lay where 
he had fallen, gasping for breath. They had done it. They 
were Safe. 


Something sharp jabbed him in the neck and he looked 
up. A monkey loomed over him, dressed incongruously in a 
velvet jacket and neatly tailored velvet pants. A small, red 
velvet fez with an ostentatious black tassel sat at a rakish 
angle on its head, and a pair of pince-nez was perched on 
the end of its nose. The sight was so ridiculous that Hex 
would have laughed. Except the monkey was holding a very 
serious-looking spear, and the business end of the spear 
was shoved up against Hex’s throat. Hex turned his head 
just enough to look for Pete; maybe he had some idea what 
was going on. But Pete had vanished as if into thin air, 
leaving him alone with a crazed overdressed monkey on the 
verge of impaling him. 

“Who the hell,” the monkey said, “are you?” 


FOUR 


“I’m just a traveler,” Hex whispered, barely able to get the 
words out past the pressure of the monkey’s spear. It 
seemed like a bad time to explain that he had no more idea 
than the monkey did who he was or what he was doing 
here. 

“What, like a tourist?” The monkey snorted. “Are you 
kidding? Nobody comes here without a reason. What do you 
think this is, the Riviera? Look around you, human.” If Hex 
had tried to look around, the monkey’s spear would have 
decapitated him, but now did not seem the best time to 
point out this small fact. 

“I came with a—” He faltered. A what? Pete was hardly his 
friend. “A guide,” he wheezed. 

“Don’t you think | would have noticed two of you?” 

“| don’t know where he is. He was just with me, | swear it. 
| lost my memories in the poppy fields, and he—” 

“Oh, great,” the monkey groaned. “A delusional 
hallucinating junkie. /ust what we need. As if Oz isn’t going 
to hell in a handbasket already. Do you even know how busy 
| am right now? I’ve got fourteen reports to finish by the end 
of the week, and my boss is on a rampage, | have all this 
data on the rival factions and no one will listen to me when | 
point out their strategic flaws because they say my methods 
are too newfangled, as if we’re supposed to just swing 
around in trees hooting for the rest of our—” The monkey 
sighed deeply in frustration. “Anyway, what am | supposed 
to do with you?” 

“You could move that spear,” Hex whispered. The monkey 
scowled down at him, but it lessened the pressure of the 


Spear a little and gestured roughly for him to sit up. 

“Thank you,” Hex said in a normal voice, gingerly rubbing 
his throat. 

“Don’t thank me just yet,” the monkey said curtly. 
“Dealing with you is way over my pay grade. | think it’s time 
for your first audience with the queen, human. Get up.” 

The monkey kept the spear trained on him as he 
cautiously got to his feet, surreptitiously looking around for 
Pete. There was no doubt about it: the mysterious boy had 
vanished. He was totally on his own—and he had no idea 
why he was even here or what he was supposed to do next. 
“Thanks a lot,” he muttered under his breath, but the 
monkey heard him. 

“Are you sassing me?” it snapped. “I’ve always thought 
humans were stupid, but you seem to be an extra-special 
case of idiot. Can’t you see I’m a fierce warrior?” The 
monkey waved its spear threateningly. Hex considered 
responding to this, and then decided his safety was worth 
more than his dignity—for now anyway. “Come on. | don’t 
have all day. If you hold me back l'Il make you finish my 
Statistics reports—and believe me, anyone as dumb as you 
won’t make it through the first of my equations. Customized 
them all myself. You wouldn’t be able to make head nor tail 
of them.” The monkey poked him firmly, and Hex obediently 
began to walk. On this side of the wooded wall, the forest 
looked a little more like an ordinary jungle. Heavy green 
vines dangled from the treetop canopy far overhead. 
Brightly colored birds flitted past in a whoosh of jasmine- 
scented air. The ground was covered with thick, broad- 
leaved plants that gleamed wetly in the dim green light that 
filtered through the branches. It was a beautiful place, 
actually, although his first choice of companion would 
definitely not have been a talking monkey with an itchy 
trigger finger. 

After they had been walking a little while—the monkey’s 
spear at his back the whole time—they came to an immense 


rock face. At its base, a monkey-high crack fissured the 
rock. Hex could see light on the other side. “In you go,” the 
monkey said. “Better duck. You don’t want to lose your head 
until Queen Lulu decides it’s time.” It cackled hysterically. 
Hex, gritting his teeth, stooped low enough to clear the top 
of the natural doorway. The monkey followed him nimbly. 
Hex caught sight of the scene around him and stopped 
Short, his jaw dropping in awe. 

The monkey village looked like some little kid’s dream. 
Hundreds of feet up, the huge trees were filled with wooden 
houses that seemed to grow directly out of the trunks. The 
houses were connected by an intricate system of hanging 
walkways that swayed gently in the breeze. And there were 
monkeys everywhere: monkeys swinging from vines, 
monkeys leaning out the windows of their little houses, 
monkeys hurrying along the walkways, monkeys lounging 
on park-like platforms where bright flowers grew in carefully 
tended patches. Even from the forest floor Hex could see 
they were all dressed, like his captor, in well-fitted but 
incongruous clothes. He made out monkeys in suits, 
monkeys in dresses, monkeys in uniforms—even one lone 
monkey in a wedding dress and veil, looking for all the world 
like a monkey cupcake. His captor did not allow him much 
time to look around, shoving him roughly forward. “No funny 
business on the stairs,” the monkey snapped, pushing him 
to a perilous-looking staircase that wound its way up from 
the ground, looping dozens of times around the trunk of one 
of the trees until it reached the dizzying heights of the forest 
canopy. “You’re my first prisoner, and I’m not going to lose 
you! Finally, the queen will have to pay attention to me. I’ve 
captured a human! You'll probably be executed! Everyone 
will take me seriously!” 


The staircase didn’t even have a railing; each of its steps 
had been cleverly wedged into the living wood of the tree 
itself. Hex swallowed past the lump in his throat, wondering 


if his former self had been as afraid of heights as his present 
self was. He took a deep breath and started up the stairs. 

The climb was a nightmare. As he made his way up the 
staircase, the insistent breeze tugged at his limbs and threw 
him off balance. Behind him, the monkey, obviously 
enjoying his palpable fear, alternated between laughing at 
him and poking him in the back with the spear, more than 
once almost causing him to lose his footing. With no railing, 
he could only cling desperately to the rough bark of the tree 
as he made his way up. 

At last, after what felt like a century, the staircase joined 
up with one of the hanging walkways. Hex collapsed on the 
Slats, not even caring anymore if the monkey stabbed him 
in the back. The narrow, dangling walkway, swaying 
alarmingly under his weight, was hardly the safest place, 
but after the staircase it seemed as good as solid ground. 

“Well, well, well,” the monkey said behind him, a note of 
grudging admiration in its voice. “You’re made out of sterner 
stuff than you look. | didn’t think you’d make it. We always 
end up having to carry humans the last part of the way. Trial 
by fire, they say. Pain in the ass, I tell you, and if you ask me 
its an outdated system, but nobody asks me anything 
around here. | have so many ideas about streamlining 
efficiency and data management—you should see the 
spreadsheet | designed last week—but they don’t even care. 
‘Not the monkey way,’ they tell me. As if we should be stuck 
living in this backward—” 

Hex interrupted the monkey’s beleaguered monologue. 
“The stairs are a tria? You mean the monkeys don’t use 
them?” 

The monkey shot him an amused glance. “Are you 
kidding? We use the elevator. Look, I’m sure the queen is 
going to execute you—probably even with torture. Since you 
won't live to see tonight, we might as well introduce 
ourselves. I’m Iris.” Hex gaped stupidly at the monkey. 

“Iris? But that’s a girl’s name.” 


The monkey gave him another look, this time one of 
disdain. “Because | ama girl, you moron. You think only men 
can crunch numbers and be honored members of the 
queen’s guard?” Iris brandished the spear at him. 

“No!” Hex yelped hastily. “No. Of course not. Forgive me.” 
Apparently mollified, Iris looked at him expectantly. “Oh, 
right,” he said. “I’m Hex. Sorry.” Iris offered him a paw and 
he shook it gravely. 

“Pleased to meet you, Hex,” she said. “And now it’s time 
for me to escort you to your doom.” 


FIVE 


To reach the monkey queen’s palace, Hex had to climb yet 
another flight of stairs. This one, however, wasn’t half as 
bad as the first; there was even a handrail. His fear of 
heights had settled into a kind of numb dread in his belly. 
Soon enough he’d be swinging around on vines like the 
monkeys themselves, he thought drily. Iris’s attitude had 
improved considerably since their formal introduction. She 
was whistling cheerfully behind him, and, though he had no 
doubt she’d be delighted to stick him again if he made any 
attempt to flee, she had laid off poking him with the spear. 
The queen’s palace was a hut, a little larger and grander 
than the others Hex had seen but otherwise unremarkable. 
It sat in the center of a broad platform of planks that had 
been built above the treetops. From the platform, Hex could 
see for miles in every direction. There was the wall of trees, 
and just beyond it the heaving sea of flowers where the 
wolves had attacked; there was the blue plain he had 
crossed with Pete, and in the distance he could see the 
crimson splatter of the poppy field. He thought wistfully of 
how wonderful it would be to be back there again, nodding 
off under a huge red flower without a care in the world, but 
there wasn’t much point in longing for something that 
clearly wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. He wondered 
again what had happened to Pete. Had he been captured by 
the monkeys, too? But Iris’s disbelief had seemed genuine 
when she’d found him just after the wolf attack, and surely 
he would have seen if someone else had abducted Pete 
after they’d escaped from the wolves. No, Pete had 
abandoned him. Did this have something to do with the 


mysterious test he was supposed to take? Either way, he 
was on his own, and there was nothing he could do about it. 

Iris cleared her throat loudly, and Hex realized he’d been 
staring off into space like an idiot. “Sorry,” he mumbled, 
Slouching toward the door at Iris’s prompting. The hut was 
windowless, its smooth round walls interrupted only by a 
single door—monkey height, like everything else in the 
village. 

“Go on,” Iris said impatiently, and he stooped and 
entered. 

The inside of the hut belied its humble exterior. Its 
Smooth, round walls were painted an eye-searing yellow; 
here and there, the yellow was augmented by even brighter 
murals depicting the queen floating regally over her 
Subjects, outfitted for battle, and surrounded by bunches of 
bananas that looked—well, as though they had been finger 
painted by a monkey. An elaborate chandelier hung from the 
low ceiling, looking rather out of place. It had no doubt once 
been very fine, but was now bedecked with dried banana 
peels in various stages of decay. 

Queen Lulu herself was lounging against a raft of brightly 
colored pillows with a surprising amount of dignity for a 
ridiculously dressed monkey. She wore a vibrant, ruffled pink 
dress, leopard-print stockings, and rhinestone-studded 
sandals, and her eyes were hidden behind enormous 
sunglasses. In one hand she held a jeweled scepter; in the 
other, a half-eaten banana, which she was busily gnawing. 
She swallowed the last bites as Hex approached the throne 
and chucked the peel up at the chandelier, where it added 
to the collection. 

He had never met a royal monkey before, but it seemed 
prudent to err on the side of caution. He executed a 
sweeping bow, so low his forehead nearly brushed his shins, 
and the queen grunted with approval through a mouthful of 
banana. “This one has manners, at least,” she said. Her 
voice was rough and heavily accented—and strangely 


familiar. Staring at her, he thought he’d surely seen her 
before—and then a flash of memory leapt to the surface of 
his mind. A stooped, haggard old woman in a black hat—he 
was giving her a shapeless old felt hat that he knew was 
terribly important despite its appearance. “This seals our 
bargain,” the old woman hissed. “Giving me control of the 
monkeys? You're even crueler than I am, human, and that’s 
saying something. They must raise you differently in the 
Other Place.” And then the memory was gone as quickly as 
it had come, but looking at the queen, he was flooded with a 
sudden sense of sick, terrible shame. The hat had had some 
kind of power over the monkeys, and it had been his. Why 
had he given it away? What had his past self done? 

The queen was looking at him quizzically, and it was 
evident that whatever he had done, she had no memory of 
it—or, more likely, she didn’t recognize him thanks to Pete’s 
transformation spell. He patted his cheeks cautiously. The 
soreness was gone, but their shape was still unfamiliar. The 
queen was still staring at him, and he realized he was 
behaving like a lunatic. 

“Er, Your Royal, um, Highness,” he stammered. “May your, 
uh, bananas be plentiful and the branches that hold your 
houses aloft remain strong.” 

The queen raised an eyebrow. “Well, you’re an odd duck, 
but you’re charming enough,” she said. “Where’d you find 
this one, Iris?” 

“| caught him trying to invade!” Iris piped up excitedly. “At 
the Wolf Gate! | think he might be a barbarian! He tried to 
tell me some nonsense story about a guide, but he’s clearly 
a spy.” 

“A barbarian or a spy?” Queen Lulu asked drily, bemused 
by Iris’s enthusiasm. “How perfectly terrifying.” 

“He could be both!” 

“I’m neither!” Hex protested. “I’m only trying to—” What 
was he even trying to do? Without Pete, he was at a loss. 


“I think we should execute him!” Iris was bouncing up and 
down on her heels in excitement. “For treachery! | mean 
treason!” 

The queen reclined even further and waved a paw. 
Another monkey—this one dressed in a black velvet suit 
with a dapper red ascot—sauntered out of the shadows, 
bringing her a fresh banana, which she peeled languidly. He 
shot Iris an unmistakably evil look, which Iris returned 
haughtily. “Iris, calm yourself,” the queen said. “We haven't 
executed a human in—well, we haven’t executed anyone 
ever.” 

“Think how fun it would be!” Iris squealed in glee. “May | 
be the executioner, Your Majesty?” 

“Be silent, you little fool,” snapped the monkey in black. 
Iris drew back, an expression of genuine hurt flashing across 
her face. 

“Quentin, there’s no need to be cruel to the young and 
enthusiastic,” the queen said. “But | am rather curious as to 
how a lone traveler managed to cross the Sea of Blossoms 
and penetrate the Wolf Gate with no weapons.” She pushed 
up her sunglasses, revealing intelligent brown eyes, and 
studied him carefully. “And no supplies.” 

Hex was somewhat curious himself as to how he’d 
managed all those things, but he wasn’t about to tell her 
that. For all her monkey sass, the queen was obviously no 
dummy, and he had a feeling she’d know right away if he 
lied. Plus, he had no idea what he should even lie about. “l 
lost my memory in the poppy fields,” he said. “I'd been 
there for a long time—a really long time. | was rescued by a 
boy who told me he could help me find out who | was. He 
guided me here, but disappeared just after the wolves 
attacked. Then Iris found me and—well, here | am.” 

The queen was staring at him incredulously. “Do you 
actually expect me to believe that?” 

“A spy!” Iris shouted in excitement. “A traitor! Death to 
enemies of the queendom!” 


“I know how it sounds,” Hex admitted. “But you have to 
believe me. | swear—” 

He was interrupted by a tremendous clamor from the 
forest floor below. He wondered in terror if the wolves had 
broken through the wall. But these sounds were 
unquestionably monkeyish—shrieks, cackles, and almost- 
human-but-not-quite howls. There was a tremendous 
explosion and a cloud of foul-smelling smoke drifted past 
the queen’s hut. She leapt to her feet. “Those cursed rebels 
and their wretched demands! Iris,” she snapped, “take our 
prisoner to one of the guest huts at the edge of the forest. 
He'll be safe enough there until we’ve quashed this little 
squabble and | can decide what to do with him.” 

“But—” Iris protested. 

“Now, Iris,” the queen said. “I have work to do!” 

Grumbling, Iris grabbed Hex by the shoulder—none too 
gently—and shoved him out the door and down the stairs. 
The queen bounded after them, seized a vine hanging from 
a nearby tree, and swung off toward the sounds of battle. 
Her departure was punctuated by another explosion, this 
one even more impressive than the first. 


SI 


Still grumbling, Iris led Hex away from the chaos over a 
wobbly series of interconnected walkways. The sun had set, 
and the monkeys’ city was lit by hundreds of glowing yellow 
balls that floated in the air. “Sunfruit,” Iris said, in answer to 
his unasked question. “You can eat it if no one remembers 
to bring you dinner, but then you won't have a light.” 

Hex soon lost any sense of direction. If he wanted to find 
his way out of here again, he wouldn't be able to do it 
without the monkeys’ help. Finally, Iris stopped at a low hut, 
more roughly built than others they’d passed but still as 
neatly constructed as a ship. He followed her inside to a 
little room lit by another, smaller sunfruit. The room was 
sparsely furnished with just a hammock and a single table 
and chair, but everything was tidy and clean. Iris rang a 
little bell shaped like a banana, and in a few moments 
another monkey dressed in a butler’s outfit brought in a tray 
of... bananas. Hex almost groaned out loud. At the very 
corner of the tray was a small, steaming bowl. “Oatmeal for 
you, sir,” the butler said politely as Iris helped herself to 
several bunches of banana. 

“Oatmeal?” Hex wondered aloud as the butler bowed and 
left them. “For dinner?” 

“Humans /ove oatmeal,” Iris said authoritatively. 

Hex decided not to argue. “What’s going on out there?” 
he asked, sinking down onto the hammock to eat his 
oatmeal—which was burnt. Iris hovered awkwardly for a 
moment, still chewing, and then frowned and settled into 
the chair. 


“The monkeys are split,” she said heavily, swallowing the 
last of her banana. “Before Dorothy”—there was that name 
again—“came back to Oz, all the monkeys had wings.” She 
flapped her arms, as if to demonstrate. “We flew all over Oz 
as we pleased when Ozma ruled. But then Dorothy took 
over and Ozma went—well, wherever she is. Our wings have 
always been vulnerable to magic—we’ve been enslaved by 
one ruler after another, including that cursed Wizard.” 

Wizard? Hex thought. Was that me? Was that what I 
remembered in the queen’s’ palace? He shifted 
uncomfortably, but Iris didn’t notice. “This time,” she 
continued, “some of us decided losing our wings was worth 
our freedom. You’re in the Queendom of the Wingless Ones 
—the last free monkeys in Oz.” Iris puffed her chest proudly, 
and then her expression sank again. “But some of the 
monkeys don’t want to be free anymore. They think it’s 
better to side with Dorothy”—Iris spat the name out as if it 
were a curse—“and that Dorothy’s creepy sidekick the 
Scarecrow can make us new wings. They say Dorothy is on 
our side and wouldn’t make us her slaves again—as if! Even 
back when she first came to Oz all she did was make us fly 
her around like we were some kind of taxi service. But now 
that she’s returned, she’s downright evil.” Iris sighed. “The 
rebels have been causing all kinds of trouble in the 
queendom—sabotage, arson, waylaying supplies. Some of 
the poorest monkeys are going hungry. | Know that human- 
loving—no offense—traitor Quentin is behind the rebels, and 
| can prove it, too—l’ve been tracking the queen’s accounts 
with a data management system | developed, and by 
comparing royal expenditures | can prove that Quentin is 
siphoning food and supplies from all our imports,” she said 
excitedly. “Only he’s the chancellor, and I’m just a lowly 
guard. | can’t say anything against him the queen will 
believe.” 

“Not even with all your data?” Hex asked. 


She sighed again. “No one else understands double-entry 
accounting. Unless you know what the data means, it’s all 
just a bunch of meaningless numbers. And—well, the queen 
is very wise, of course, but she doesn’t think my work is 
serious,” Iris said quietly. “No one does. They all think I’m 
just young and—and silly. I’m the only one of the monkeys 
who's even interested in numbers, and | can’t make them 
see how important data management is.” 

But you are young and silly, Hex thought. / wouldn’t take 
you seriously either, if | were the queen. Iris seemed to have 
a good heart, but she couldn’t possibly think her endless 
spreadsheets would have any impact on the queen’s 
decisions. She wasn’t even a particularly effective guard. 
Was he meant to stop Quentin? If so, how? “I don’t have any 
other proof,” Iris was saying, “and Quentin knows that | 
can’t do anything to stop him because no one will listen to 
me.” Her brown eyes filled with tears. “The monkeys are 
going to destroy themselves, and | can’t do a thing to stop 
it,” she sobbed. She was so distraught that Hex forgot a few 
moments ago she had been clamoring for his execution. He 
patted her awkwardly on the back, and she wept heavily 
into his shoulder. 

“| just c-c-care so m-m-uch!” she wailed, her runny nose 
dripping onto his shirt. “I want the monkeys to b-b-be 
happy! The only way to end the unrest is to prove he’s at 
the heart of it. And | c-c-can’t do anything!” 

“There, there,” Hex murmured, continuing to pat her 
gently as she erupted into damp, hiccupping sobs. “Why 
don’t we go to the queen in the morning, and you can 
convince her you're right? I’m sure you can figure 
something out. You’re very clever.” But his mind was racing. 
Pete had said he was being tested—was that why he’d been 
brought here? And if it was, what was he supposed to do? 
Convince the monkeys to side with Dorothy? It was hard to 
take the monkeys seriously, but that Quentin had still 


seemed like a nasty piece of work. Iris snuffled and blew her 
nose on her sleeve. 

“I should be Lulu’s adviser, not Quentin!” Iris hiccupped 
furiously. “He’s a traitor and a f-f-fraud! Do you really think | 
can convince the queen?” Her lower lip quavered and she 
looked dangerously close to bursting into tears again. Hex 
hastily handed her a banana. 

“Of course,” he said firmly, though he had no idea. 
“You've already convinced me—and I’m a total stranger.” 
This made no sense at all, but seemed to reassure Iris. 

“You're right,” she said more confidently. “First thing in the 
morning. I'll tell her! PI—” 

Suddenly, another loud explosion went off in the distance. 
Hex and Iris hurried outside, peering over the balcony of the 
guest hut. Below them, a small, seething group of monkeys 
battled each other furiously on the forest floor, their fight lit 
by more sunfruit. Monkeys in velvet suits that matched Iris’s 
—presumably the queen’s guard—carried prisoners, tightly 
wrapped in banana leaves, away from the battlefield, while 
more suited monkeys whacked the upstarts with bananas. 
“It all started with peaceful protests, but now we're on the 
verge of all-out civil war,” Iris said, her eyes filling with tears 
again. “And it’s all Quentin’s fault! If he wasn’t spreading 
lies, they’d realize siding with Dorothy means death—or 
worse.” She sighed heavily. “It’s been a long day, and I can’t 
do anything until the morning. You might as well get some 
rest.” 

Iris sat at the table again, apparently taking her guard 
duty seriously enough to watch over Hex as he slept. He 
tried to get comfortable on the swaying hammock, at last 
falling into a fitful sleep. A strange, sonorous noise woke him 
later in the night, and he sat up in confusion. Iris had fallen 
asleep on the table, her shoulders hunched in defeat, and 
the room echoed with her snores. Hex sighed and lay back 
in the hammock again, waiting for dawn. 


SEVEN 


The next morning, after a breakfast of (to Hex’s dismay) 
more oatmeal, Iris marched him briskly back to Lulu’s hut. 
Her velvet suit was rumpled, but otherwise she was back to 
being the cocky, confident monkey who had marched him 
up the endless stairs. 

Iris burst through the palace door, shouting, “Your 
Majesty! Your Majesty!” Queen Lulu, startled, turned from 
where she had been giving terse instructions to a small 
group of nervous-looking monkeys dressed in battered 
armor and carrying monkey-sized swords. Behind the queen, 
Quentin leaned against the wall, his dark eyes glittering as 
he watched the scene. He looks like a monkey who just 
found himself a banana tree, Hex thought. Iris stopped 
Short. “Your Majesty,” she whispered, “what are you doing? 
Monkeys have never used weapons on monkeys before 
now.” 

“We're past that point,” Queen Lulu said tiredly. “Iris, | 
have to put a stop to this before our people destroy each 
other.” 

Lulu and Iris stared at each other as if they were frozen in 
time, while Quentin sneered. Hex’s thoughts raced. Quentin 
wanted the monkeys to side with Dorothy, and everybody 
hated Dorothy—including Pete. Defeating Quentin’s plot had 
to be his test. Iris was too naive and foolish to convince the 
queen—clearly, that was why he had been sent here. Pete 
had said he wasn’t a real wizard, but that didn’t mean he 
couldn’t pretend to be one. He swiftly palmed one of the 
floating sunfruits and hurled it at the ceiling so quickly the 
monkeys only saw the bright shower of light that fell around 


him as the fruit splattered. “ENOUGH!” he boomed, and the 
monkeys stopped short and gaped at him. “I have come to 
you to demonstrate my powers and end the conflict that 
tears apart your nation!” Even his speech had changed, he 
thought, awed at himself. His back was straighter, his arms 
upraised as if he were sweeping an invisible cape behind 
him. His voice filled the little room. He pointed at Quentin. 
“You cannot hide from the might of my powers, ape!” he 
shouted. “I see all! | know the trick you have played upon 
your people and the deceit you have sown! The heart of this 
conflict lies at your feet, foul thief!” He turned to Queen 
Lulu, who was staring at him with her mouth hanging open. 
“Ask him what has been happening to your supplies, mighty 
queen! Ask him where he has hidden what he has stolen 
from you! Ask him why he is working in concert with”—oh 
bother, he thought, what was her name again?—“er, 
Dorothy’s minions!” 

Lulu pushed up her sunglasses, seeming a little less 
impressed. “These are serious accusations against one of 
my most trusted advisers,” she said. “Do you have any 
proof?” 

“He doesn’t,” Iris said, practically jumping up and down in 
her eagerness. “But I—” 

Hex interrupted her. “I have seen the traitor at work!” he 
boomed in the most authoritative voice he could muster. 
“Last night, while you slept”—he hesitated for the barest 
moment, and then hit on the perfect lie—“I sent my astral 
body through the Queendom of the Wingless Ones, and saw 
the traitor Quentin meeting with the rebels!” This story 
seemed suddenly preposterous, even as he said it, but the 
trick with the sunfruit had apparently impressed the queen 
more than he’d realized. She raised one eyebrow, seeming 
almost convinced. 

“That’s nonsense!” Iris exclaimed. “But he’s right, and | 
can—” 


But the queen cut her off, turning to Quentin, who was 
edging toward the door. “Is this true?” she asked, her voice 
low and angry. “Have you betrayed my trust?” 

“I can explain, Your Majesty,” the chancellor said 
smoothly. “It’s all a misunderstanding.” He shot Hex a 
nervous glance. “The sorcerer is exaggerating—| was merely 
storing away some of our supplies for safekeeping—” Hex’s 
accusation had been a shot in the dark, but it had hit home 
he saw. Quentin had snuck out of the palace to meet with 
the rebels, and his slick demeanor faltered as the queen 
gave him a withering stare. 

“You're lying,” she snarled. “I can see it in your eyes, you 
thief! Under my very nose, you've torn apart our people! For 
this, you'll rot underground, never to swing from a vine in 
this city again—but first, you'll give back what you’ve stolen 
and end this strife!” 

She gestured at her monkey soldiers, and they seized 
Quentin and dragged him outside. She turned to Hex. “l 
don’t know what gift of fate brought you here, sorcerer,” she 
said, “but | owe you my queendom.” 

“But I—” Iris began. Lulu ignored her and waved one hand 
imperiously. A soldier hastily brought her a banana. 
“Humans have never sat at the side of monkeys in all the 
history of our people,” Lulu said, chewing thoughtfully, “but 
these are new times for all of us. If you choose to remain 
among us, you may have Quentin’s old job. Which is a real 
honor, l'Il have you know.” 

Of course, it was Iris who'd actually exposed the traitor. 
He could tell Lulu, but Iris was just a young hothead with no 
sense for politics. She wasn’t suited for Quentin’s position; 
really, he was doing her a favor, saving her from future 
embarrassment when she couldn’t handle the responsibility. 
And if defeating Quentin had been his test, surely this was 
his reward. He could always award Iris an extra banana 
allowance once he was officially made chancellor—he 
wasn’t heartless. Hex bowed politely. “Your Majesty, I’m 


honored. l'Il certainly consider your offer.” She nodded and 
tossed the banana peel over her shoulder; a guard hurried 
forward to catch it. “Now,” she said, “I must attend to my 
people.” With that, she swept out the door, a scatter of 
rhinestones sparkling in her wake and the guard trailing 
behind her. 

Next to Hex, Iris was almost speechless with fury. “You— 
you human!” she gasped. “You're no sorcerer! You're just a 
stupid cheat who stole the credit for my work, and now Lulu 
thinks you’re the one who exposed the rebellion!” 

“Iris, there was nothing | could do,” he lied in his most 
conciliatory tone. “The queen saw what she wanted to see. | 
would never have undermined you on purpose. Besides, you 
never said you wanted Quentin’s job—just that you wanted 
him defeated. Really, I’ve only helped you get what you 
want.” 

“You don’t even have the decency to tell me the truth,” 
Iris said furiously. “You humans are all alike. You'll sell out 
anyone if you think it'll get you ahead.” She gestured 
toward the door. “If you’re so all powerful, you can find your 
own damn way to the guest chambers.” She stalked out the 
door, but not before he caught a glimpse of her face and 
realized she was crying. 

Hex watched her small back recede down the walkway, 
her shoulders shaking. Why couldn't she see how 
reasonable he was being? He was cleverer than Iris—didn’t 
he deserve the queen’s praise? A strange, unfamiliar 
sensation tugged at his heart—was it guilt? If he had done 
the right thing, why didn’t he feel better about it? 

“Nice one, Hex,” said a sardonic voice behind him in the 
formerly empty room. He whirled in surprise. Pete lounged 
against a wall, one leg crossed over the other, chewing on a 
blade of grass and eyeing him with distaste. “I guess you 
can take away the memories, but you can’t take away the 
man. Somehow I’m not surprised.” 

“| didn’t mean to hurt Iris,” Hex said. “I didn’t think—” 


“You never thought about anything except yourself,” Pete 
said bitterly. “I thought the whole amnesia thing might give 
you a chance to start over, be a better man. Use wisdom 
and judgment for once, instead of deceit. Looks like | 
thought wrong, huh?” 

“No!” Hex cried. He remembered the terrible flood of 
shame he’d felt the moment he’d first seen Queen Lulu. “I 
did something else to the monkeys, didn’t I? Something 
worse?” 

Pete snorted. “Yeah, you could say that,” he said coldly. 
“You betrayed them, Hex. You gave power over them to the 
Wicked Witch of the West. You knew she would enslave 
them, and you didn’t care.” 

“Why would | do that?” Hex whispered. 

Pete shrugged. “You tell me, Hex. Convenient you forgot 
about that part, huh?” 

“What else did | do that | don’t remember?” Hex asked, 
his heart sinking. “What kind of person was |?” 

“| already told you,” Pete said. “A crappy one.” He stared 
at Hex for a long time, his expression unreadable. For the 
second time, Hex wondered if maybe it wasn’t better to 
leave his memories behind forever. “That was the test of 
your Wisdom, Wizard,” Pete said. “You didn’t do very well.” 

“How was that a test?” Hex protested. 

“If you cared about Oz instead of yourself, you’d have 
used your wits to help Iris restore peace to the monkeys— 
not sell Iris out and make yourself look like the hero. 
Wisdom should be used for the good of all, not just one. It 
didn’t occur to you to work together with Iris to find a way to 
defeat Quentin? To tell the queen that Iris was the one who 
deserved the credit?” 

“But she’s just a monkey!” Hex sputtered. “How was | 
Supposed to know that was the test?” 

“Here’s a hint for the next stage,” Pete snapped. “In the 
future, try thinking about someone other than yourself.” 
Pete grabbed Hex by the wrist, and the air around them 


began to glow with the now-familiar purple crackle of Pete’s 
magic. 

“But now l'Il never get to be chancellor,” Hex said sadly, 
and then the hut around them vanished in a shimmer of 
purple light. 


EIGHT 


Hex felt as though he was being pulled through the air in a 
thousand different directions. He opened his mouth to shout 
in terror and a surge of purple magic poured down his 
throat. His entire body glowed with the same purple light. 
Was Pete so fed up with him that he had finally decided to 
just kill him? But before Hex could worry that he was 
experiencing his last moments on earth—or wherever he 
was—the purple light faded and he fell to the ground as if 
dropped there by a giant, none-too-careful hand. 

“Sorry,” Pete said from somewhere behind him, although 
he didn’t sound sorry at all. “Teleportation can be a little 
rough if you’re not used to it. Or if, in your case, you don’t 
remember that you’re used to it.” 

Hex ignored him, determined not to let Pete get the best 
of him—again. Instead, he stood up and looked around. 
They were in another forest, but this one looked significantly 
different from the monkeys’ jungle home. Where that forest 
had seemed tropical, this one was cool and still. No brightly 
colored birds flitted from branch to branch. No sparkling 
waterfalls cascaded down soft, grassy hillocks between 
trees. This place was severe, almost stark; the air was much 
cooler, and as a sharp breeze brushed past the back of 
Hex’s neck, he shivered. There was something about the 
dim, silent wood that was downright disturbing. He felt as 
though invisible eyes were peering at him from the shadows 
between the trees, assessing him as a potential lunch 
option. 

Pete seemed unperturbed by the forest’s haunted feel. He 
was dressed in the same clothes he’d been wearing when 


he’d pulled Hex from the poppy field, though he’d added a 
coat to stave off the forest’s chill. 

“What the hell happened to you?” Hex asked, fury battling 
out fear in his chest and ultimately winning. 

“What do you mean?” Pete asked breezily. 

“After the wolves—you just left me there! | was practically 
attacked by those dreadful monkeys, and nearly taken 
prisoner—it was only my ability to think on my feet that kept 
me safe!” 

Pete stared at him. “You’re already changing the story to 
suit yourself,” he said coolly. “Amazing. ‘Think on your feet’? 
Is that what you call what you did back there?” 

Hex faltered. “Well, I—l mean, it’s true the little monkey 
was the one who helped me expose the chancellor as a 
charlatan and restore peace to the queendom, but I’m the 
one who was able to get through to the queen when no one 
else could. Doesn’t that count for something?” He resolutely 
avoided thinking about the hurt on Iris’s face when he’d 
claimed sole credit for exposing Quentin. He didn’t have 
time to worry about that now—he had to find out what the 
next test would be, and fast, before Pete disappeared again. 
“You yourself basically said | was a con man,” he added. 
“Maybe I’m just remembering who | am. You’re the one who 
won't tell me anything except that I’m from somewhere that 
isn’t here and that it’s my job to help you save a place | 
don’t remember anything about. Why should | even want to 
do anything you ask of me?” 

Pete sighed, and his harsh expression softened. “Look, | 
don’t like this any more than you do. But Oz has always had 
a complicated relationship with the Other Place. It took 
someone from there—Dorothy—to set Oz’s decline in 
motion. And we think it will take someone else from there to 
repair what she’s done to our country. Right now, you’re our 
only hope—assuming you remember who you are in time to 
stop her. And | know you don’t remember, but | promise, Oz 
is worth saving.” 


“Our?” Hex asked. 

Pete looked at him for a long time, mixed emotions 
playing on his usually impassive face. Finally, as if making a 
decision, he nodded. “I’m. . . helping the fairies, let’s just 
say. We’re fighting to make Oz the place it once was, before 
you—” He cut himself off. “Before everything changed.” 

“Before | what?” Hex asked. “Why can’t you just tell me?” 

Pete shook his head. “That’s not how it works. You have to 
remember—truly remember—who you are.” 

Hex looked at the ground, where tiny golden flowers with 
smiling faces beamed up at him. One of them appeared to 
be humming some kind of catchy jingle under its breath. 
“Did |—did | care about Oz?” he asked hesitantly. “Can you 
at least tell me that much?” 

“You cared about yourself,” Pete said. “As for Oz—only you 
can know that, once your memory has returned.” 

“Did it seem like | cared about Oz, when you knew me— 
before?” 

“I’ve already told you all | can,” Pete said curtly, and the 
stony-faced, inscrutable boy was back again. “You can ask 
me all the questions you want, but that’s not going to get 
you any real answers. Those you have to find on your own.” 

“You're leaving me again, aren’t you?” Hex said. 

Pete smiled, though the grin didn’t quite reach his brilliant 
emerald eyes. “You catch on quick.” 

“I still don’t even know what I’m being tested for.” 

“The future of Oz,” Pete said. “No pressure. Like | said, so 
far, your score is pretty low.” 

Hex thought of what he’d done to poor Iris and winced. If 
he’d known that his time with the monkeys had been a trial 
of some kind, would he have done anything differently? 
lris’s hurt, heartbroken face flashed before him again, and 
he closed his eyes against the memory. “What happens if | 
fail?” Hex asked. 

Pete shrugged. “We’ll throw you back in the poppy field, | 
guess. If you fail you’re of no use to anyone, let alone Oz. 


We don’t need cowards and cheats on our side. Dorothy has 
plenty of those if you want to throw your lot in with her.” 

That name again. Dorothy. It rang the faintest of bells in 
his subconscious. Blue-and-white checks . . . something 
silver and glittering. Shoes, he thought suddenly. There had 
been shoes. 

“I liked the poppy field,” Hex admitted. “That doesn’t 
seem much like punishment.” 

“In that case,” Pete said calmly, “I guess we should just 
kill you.” It was impossible to tell if he was joking. 

“Are you a fairy?” Hex asked quickly, hoping to change the 
Subject. But Pete looked troubled. 

“I’ve already told you more than | should,” he said. “The 
fairies sent me, and that’s all you need to know.” 

“But how will | know when I’m being tested?” 

Pete smiled like a cat with a cornered mouse. “Oh, believe 
me,” he said. “You'll know.” 

“How will | know where to go?” Hex asked, but Pete had 
already vanished in another flash of purple electricity. 

Hex looked down at his battered shoes—the only thing, he 
realized, that he had that was left over from his life before, 
whatever that life had been. Just beyond his toes, he 
noticed for the first time a sandy path that led off into the 
dark woods. He was sure—well, almost sure—that the path 
hadn’t been there a moment ago. He looked up again; all 
around him, brambles and bracken had closed in. Their 
thick, waxy leaves waved eerily even though there was no 
wind, and huge, glossy black thorns sprouted from the 
branches, oozing a viscous slime that looked distinctly 
poisonous. 

He had no other option but to follow the path through the 
thick underbrush. The only way out, it seemed, was forward. 


Hex followed the path through the trees for what could have 
been hours or days. In the dark, endless forest, he lost all 
sense of direction and even the time of day. Anytime he so 
much as thought of stepping off the sandy path or heading 
in a different direction, the leaves around him rustled 
menacingly, and the branches clacked their thorns together 
as if to say, “Don’t even bother.” 

Finally, when he felt as though he couldn’t possibly walk 
any farther, he stumbled into a broad clearing whose 
ground was covered with the same dry, sandy earth as the 
path. He sank gratefully to the ground. Pete hadn’t said 
anything about not stopping for the night—if it was even 
night. Nothing about the dim woods had changed in any 
way to indicate whether it was daytime or nighttime, or 
whether the sun was proceeding across the sky at all. The 
sinister, diffuse light seemed almost to come from the trees 
themselves. 

Hex was also beginning to wonder what exactly he was 
Supposed to eat or drink, when he spotted a brown 
knapsack at the far side of the clearing that he could have 
sworn wasn’t there a second ago. Too hungry and thirsty to 
be cautious, he got to his feet to investigate. Inside the pack 
was a rough woolen blanket. Underneath it, there were a 
few pouches containing some stale bread and hard cheese. 
He realized the last actual meal he’d eaten had been his 
oatmeal breakfast with Iris, however long ago that had 
been, and his stomach grumbled loudly. He had a feeling 
that if there was anything alive in the woods around him, it 
would be a lot more likely to make a dinner out of him than 


to bring him a menu. He washed down the bread and 
cheeses with water from a bottle he found in the pack. The 
water, at least, was sweet-tasting and clear, and after 
another long drink he felt refreshed and clearheaded. 

Below the water bottle, he found the clothes he’d been 
wearing when Pete pulled him out of the poppy field. He 
took them out and carefully unfolded them, fingering the 
soft material as though it could tell him who he was: a 
jacket, vest, spats, a pair of pants, a dapper collared shirt, 
and a top hat. But as much as he racked his brains, nothing 
came. If Pete was right, he hadn’t yet passed the test that 
would unlock his past and show him how to help Oz— 
assuming he wanted to. But what if he uncovered his 
memories and discovered he couldn’t stand this country of 
talking monkeys and flying wolves? What if Pete was right, 
and his true self was a terrible, selfish person? Wouldn't it 
be better to stay as he was, in this state of oblivion? The 
cheerless forest did nothing to distract him from these 
depressing thoughts. 

His body was aching, and he was ready for a rest. He 
unrolled the blanket, stretched out on the ground, and was 
asleep almost as soon as his head hit the earth. But his 
dreams were awful: the monkeys battled each other 
savagely with their miniature swords, hacking at one 
another until the ground ran red with their blood, screaming 
in rage and pain—and then he jerked awake and realized 
the screams were real, and they were coming from 
somewhere ahead of him in the forest. His heart pounded in 
his chest. The screams were alarmingly near, and somehow 
familiar. Someone was in desperate trouble. 

“Pete!” Hex shouted. “Help! Pete!” His voice barely carried 
past the clearing, and there was no response. The screams 
wavered for a second, and then continued even more 
awfully. He saw that there were now two paths leading out 
of the clearing—one toward the source of the noise, and the 


other away. He groaned aloud. Was this a test, or a trap? 
Either way, not very subtle. 

Abruptly, the screams cut off with an awful gurgling 
sound. He stood poised in the clearing, listening intently. 
Perhaps it was too late. Whatever was happening out there, 
it was over. There was nothing he could do. Far better to 
protect his own skin; after all, he could hardly recover his 
memories if he was dead. And then, through the trees, he 
heard a faint, pleading—and familiar—wail. “Somebody 
please help me!” The voice sobbed. There was no mistaking 
it for anyone but Iris. 

He stood a second longer, wavering with indecision. He 
was a bad person. Pete had told him as much. And bad 
people put themselves first—and came out ahead. No one 
could possibly fault him for wanting to protect himself. It 
wasn’t his problem. He thought of the pain and reproach in 
lris’s face as he’d betrayed her in front of the queen, and 
sighed. So far, he’d done nothing but prove Pete right: that 
he was nothing more than a con man and a coward. 

But the feeling of persistent shame kept nagging at him, 
and he suddenly found himself wanting to do better. Even if 
it meant putting himself in danger. Even if he was risking his 
life for a cranky, spear-happy monkey with a persecution 
complex. He might not go down in the annals of history for 
trying to rescue Iris from whatever terrible thing was 
happening to her, but a more noble quest had yet to present 
itself. Maybe he had been a terrible person in the past, but 
being a terrible person in the present wasn’t turning out to 
be very much fun. He took a deep breath, wishing Pete had 
thought to pack him a weapon of some kind, and took off 
running on the path that led to Iris. 

He didn’t have to go far before he found her. She was in 
another clearing like the one he’d left, so covered in blood 
she was almost unrecognizable. She cowered in a heap at 
the far edge of the clearing; opposite her, a huge, awful lion, 
spattered with her blood, lounged against a tree picking his 


teeth with one giant claw. The lion’s mane was filthy and 
matted, and his huge muscles bulged grotesquely. Iris was 
sobbing, which at least meant she was still alive. The lion 
looked up as Hex entered the clearing. He grinned savagely, 
exposing his terrible, jagged fangs. 

“Two for the price of one,” he growled. “It’s my lucky day: 
dinner buffet special.” 

“Leave her alone!” Hex said faintly, and the lion laughed. 

“I don’t think so, little man,” he said, sneering. “I’m 
hungry. And when the Lion is hungry, the Lion gets his meal 
... or else.” The Lion? Something about the horrible animal 
sparked at Hex’s memory as fear flooded through him. The 
Lion’s voice had a terrible power; across the clearing, Iris 
whimpered, even though the Lion hadn’t been speaking to 
her. Hex’s chest flooded with a sick, nameless dread. It was 
as if the Lion was fear itself, formed into the body of a 
terrible, powerful creature. “That’s right,” the Lion sneered, 
gloating. “Now you understand why | rule the forests of Oz. 
No one can withstand their fear of me. And now, little man, 
l'Il feed on your terror—and then l'Il feed on you.” 

The Lion rose to his feet, lashing his long, sinuous tail like 
a whip as he advanced toward Hex. His tail. Something 
about his tail. And then a whole memory came back to Hex, 
sudden as a tidal wave: a different Lion, a real one, 
cowering before him, begging for the gift of courage. “Only 
you can help me,” it cried, its golden fur gleaming in the 
warm Oz sun. “Please, Wizard! If only | had the courage of a 
real lion, | could stop being ashamed of myself—I could be 
free.” So Hex had been a wizard, then—but what kind? Had 
he somehow created this awful monster out of an ordinary 
beast? Would he have done something like that? Once, long 
ago, the Lion had wanted to be braver—but this perversion 
wasn’t just a creature filled with ordinary courage. Pete had 
said Oz was changing, its very magic twisted. Was the Lion 
a part of that? Was this transformation somehow Hex’s fault 
—or was he a victim of it, too? 


He’d deliberated too long, and the Lion had crossed the 
clearing and was standing in front of him, leering at him. Up 
close, the Lion’s breath smelled like a slaughterhouse 
crossed with a sewer. 

“Don’t they teach you to brush your teeth in this crazy 
country?” Hex said, and suddenly he found that his fear had 
fallen away from him. He remembered: not everything, and 
not enough, but he knew this terrifying creature had once 
been something else. Something desperate and even more 
cowardly than he was. Something ordinary and cowering 
and meek. And without fear, the Lion had no power over 
him. 

The Lion halted in mid-pounce, rearing back so quickly 
that he almost fell over backward. “You fool,” he snarled, a 
menacing growl so deep it almost seemed to come from the 
very earth itself. “Do you really think you can challenge me 
and win?” 

Hex wasn’t swayed. “Be strong,” he called to Iris. “lIl be 
there to help you as soon as | can.” 

“Oh-ho!” the Lion chortled, leaping away from Hex and 
toward Iris. “Have | found your weakness, human? It’s all 
well and good for you to think | can’t hurt you, but your 
monkey friend here is a different story.” The Lion stood over 
Iris, one enormous paw upraised, as though he meant to 
disembowel her. 

“Leave her alone,” Hex hissed, and the Lion laughed, 
bringing his paw down with all his might—and stopping just 
Short of a killing blow, cuffing Iris roughly on the side of the 
head. 

“No,” the Lion said, “I don’t think I will. But the longer she 
suffers, the more | get to enjoy watching you squirm. | don’t 
know who you are, but | don’t like you.” He nipped lightly at 
lris’S arm, tearing away a piece of flesh. Iris howled in pain 
and fear. 

Hex suddenly found that he was furious. Furious with Pete, 
for telling him nothing and leaving him here to battle this 


awful creature; furious with Iris, for getting herself into such 
an awful predicament and—worse—making him care about 
her; and above all else, furious with this disgusting, brutal 
lion, sneering and tormenting someone so small and 
helpless. Anger flooded through Hex’s body, and with it 
something else—a force that seemed to come from the very 
earth itself. Something strange and powerful rushed through 
his body, but instead of feeling swept away he realized he 
was in total control. “ENOUGH,” Hex said, and he could see 
his voice traveling across the clearing in a roiling wave of 
dark energy that surged toward the Lion and knocked him to 
his knees. The Lion roared in anger, springing to his feet 
again, but Hex held up one hand and pushed against the 
wall of power, and the Lion flew away from Iris and crashed 
into a tree. 

“I| made you what you are, animal,” Hex said, and his 
voice was as strong and fierce as a thunderstorm. “To me, 
you are still nothing but a coward. Begone from this place.” 
He raised his hand again and the Lion rose into the air; with 
a flick of his fingers, he summoned more power and sent the 
Lion cartwheeling through space, head over tail, before 
Slamming him into the ground again. The Lion moaned 
feebly, his own eyes wide with fear. “Now you know how it 
feels,” Hex said. “Think twice, before you inflict pain on the 
innocent. And get out of here, before | regret sparing you.” 
The Lion grabbed his greasy, lashing tail, staring at it in 
bewilderment, before he shot Hex a look of pure hatred and 
bounded away through the trees. All the power rushed out 
of Hex in a flood and he stumbled, almost falling to his 
knees. Iris was struggling to prop herself up on her elbows. 
“No!” he said, scrambling over to her. “You must rest. You're 
badly wounded.” Up close, he saw just how much blood she 
had lost, and his heart sank. Her uniform was so soaked he 
couldn’t even tell its original color. Her eyes were glazed, 
and her breathing was fast and shallow. 


“That was a dirty trick you pulled back there in the 
palace,” she wheezed, staring up at him. “But | think you 
just saved my life. Does that mean | have to thank you?” 

“No,” he told her. He stripped off his jacket and shirt, tore 
the shirt into strips, and did his best to bandage the worst of 
lris’s wounds. If it had been magic that he had somehow 
summoned back there battling the Lion, it was gone now. 
But without it, he didn’t know if he could save the plucky 
little monkey he’d risked his life for. 

“That hurts,” she said crossly as he tied off a bandage too 
tightly. 

“Complain to the Lion,” he said, trying to keep the fear out 
of his voice. There was no mistaking it: Iris was close to 
death. And, he realized, he desperately wanted to save her. 
The feeling was so alien he didn’t know what to make of it. 
Another fit of coughing wracked her broken body, and he 
hushed her gently, cradling her in his arms. She closed her 
eyes. “Too bad you went to all that trouble,” she coughed. “| 
was following you, you Know. To stab you in the back.” 

“Iris, hush,” he said. “Save your strength. You wouldn’t 
really have stabbed me anyway.” 

“Probably not,” she conceded, and then her head rolled 
back and she lost consciousness. Hex lowered her to the 
ground, frantically feeling for a pulse. There it was, at the 
side of her throat—faint, and growing fainter. “Iris,” he 
pleaded. “It’s my fault you’re even here. Please don’t die.” 
He felt an unfamiliar wetness coursing down his cheeks. 
Was he bleeding? But his hands came away wet with 
something clear. 

“Tears,” a voice said behind him, and he whirled around. 
Pete was looking over his shoulder, staring at Iris with an 
expression of intense concern. 

“Tears? You leave me like this—leave her like this—and 
that’s all you can say?” 

“You're crying,” Pete said curtly. “Now get out of my way if 
you want her to live.” 


Hex moved aside, and Pete knelt over Iris’s body, holding 
his hands just above her chest. As they hovered over her, 
they began to glow. This time, Hex could see tendrils of 
magic rising out of the earth, forming a web that wrapped 
lris’s body over and over again until she was an Iris-shaped 
purple light. Pete’s face was tense with concentration, his 
eyes closed, his lips moving silently as the magic 
intensified. His arms began to tremble and his forehead 
grew slick with a sheen of sweat, and Hex worried that he 
might faint. Finally, with a gasp, Pete slumped backward and 
opened his eyes. Iris was still out, but her breathing had 
evened, and the worst of her wounds had stopped bleeding. 

“She'll be all right,” Pete whispered. “But the Lion did 
more than just harm her body. His power is to feed on 
others’ fear—on their very essence. She has to rest for a 
while, and so do I.” 

Hex covered Iris with the blanket from his pack; 
mysteriously, two more had appeared beneath it, along with 
a loaf of bread that looked decidedly fresher than what he’d 
eaten earlier. He spread out the blankets while Pete did his 
best to start a fire. It took him several tries, but finally he 
coaxed a feeble magical blaze out of the air. 

“Will the Lion come back?” Hex asked, tearing the loaf of 
bread in half. He handed the bigger half to Pete, who took it 
without commenting on Hex’s sudden generosity. 

“Not tonight,” Pete said. “We’re safe for a little while at 
least.” He settled back onto his blanket, chewing on his 
hunk of bread, and after a moment Hex did the same. While 
Iris snored softly, Pete and Hex stared into the fire, neither 
of them ready for sleep. 

“You knew,” Hex said, and Pete started. 

“Knew what?” 

“You knew the Lion had Iris. You knew he would kill her, if | 
didn’t stop him somehow.” Pete was silent. “She’d be dead,” 
Hex repeated. “If | hadn’t found a way to save her—if | 


hadn’t been brave enough to face down the Lion-you would 
have left her there to die.” 

“She didn’t die,” Pete said. 

“But she would have.” 

“None of us know what would have been,” Pete said 
quietly. “We only know what is.” 

“How is leaving her there to die any different than what | 
did in the palace?” Hex asked angrily. “We’re not so 
different, you and me. You tell me I only think of myself, and 
maybe that’s true—maybe it’s always been true. But you 
were willing to sacrifice Iris for some stupid test, to see if I’m 
eligible for some quest you want me for—” 

“Saving Oz is not ‘some quest,’” Pete said. “And the 
circumstances of the test choose themselves. | didn’t know 
Iris would be in danger.” 

“If you had known the test would put her in danger, would 
you have consented to it?” 

Pete raised one hand in a helpless gesture. With a loud 
Snort, Iris turned over and settled herself again. “I don’t 
choose the magic,” Pete said. “The magic chooses us. Oz 
chooses us. We can only do what it asks of us, and do our 
best to keep it safe. Sometimes that involves sacrifice, yes.” 

“But not your sacrifice,” Hex said. 

“I’ve sacrificed more than you will ever know,” Pete said 
Sharply. “You don’t know the first thing about sacrifice, 
Wizard.” 

Hex was silent, watching the flames flicker silently from 
blue to pink to green and back to blue again. Though they 
burned for hours, they didn’t seem to require fuel. Just one 
more thing in this crazy country that didn’t make any sense. 

“| felt something strange,” Hex said quietly. “Back there, 
when | was trying to save Iris. | think it might have been 
something I’ve never felt before at all. Not even before, 
when | knew who | was.” 

Pete was silent for a long time. “Selflessness,” he said 
finally. “That feeling’s called selflessness.” 


Se/flessness. Hex turned the word over in his mind. He’d 
cared about Iris’s well-being more than he’d cared about his 
own—maybe it was only for a few minutes, but it had 
opened something up inside him that felt different and new. 
He couldn’t undo the person he had been before, whoever 
that was, and whatever he’d done to make Pete feel such 
contempt for him. But he didn’t have to be tethered to that 
idea of himself either. The Wizard. The words still meant 
nothing, though they’d obviously meant something to Iris. 

“When I was the Wizard,” he said. “You said | didn’t have 
real magic, just a bunch of flashy tricks. But when | fought 
the Lion...” He trailed off, not sure how to ask. 

“That was magic,” Pete said. “The Old Magic of Oz. When 
you Saved Iris, you tapped into it for the first time.” 

“Can | do it again?” he asked. Pete sighed. “I know, | 
know,” Hex said hastily. “There’s so much you can’t tell me. 
Of course. But what | did back there—that was new?” 

“Oz is changing fast,” Pete said. “And we’re all changing 
with it. Everything is going to be different now for all of us.” 
He looked at the dancing flames. “Get some rest,” he said. 
There was something new in his voice, something different. 
If Hex didn’t know better, he would have said it was respect. 
“You still have one more test to pass. And this one’s going to 
be the worst of them all.” 


TE 


Hex expected Pete to leave him again in the morning, but to 
his surprise, Pete made the three of them a tasty breakfast 
of porridge and scrambled eggs—where he’d gotten the 
eggs, Hex didn’t ask—and showed no signs of departing 
after he had magicked away the breakfast dishes. The rest 
seemed to have done wonders for both he and Iris; Pete’s 
terrible pallor of the night before was gone, and though he 
moved stiffly, he had clearly regained most of his strength. 
Iris had a noticeable limp and difficulty moving one arm, but 
She babbled at them a mile a minute. The Lion had 
damaged her body, but he’d certainly done no permanent 
harm to her spirits. 

Pete was mostly silent, and Hex couldn’t help but wonder 
what his sullen mood meant. Iris chattered on at them both 
about a new formula she had developed to track banana 
consumption by age, happily oblivious, and Hex was 
grateful for her cheer. She hadn’t forgiven him exactly for 
what he had done in Lulu’s palace, but since he had saved 
her life, she seemed somewhat appeased, and she'd 
apparently forgotten all about her plan to murder Hex in his 
Sleep. (He seriously doubted she had ever been capable of 
such an act, anyway, as much as she wanted them to 
believe she was a ferocious warrior.) She’d given them a 
detailed rundown of the current political situation among 
the Wingless Ones: with Quentin’s treachery exposed, Lulu 
had been able to restore order among the rebel factions. 
The chancellor had been storing away most of the supplies 
he’d stolen, and Lulu was busy redistributing them among 
the poorest of the monkeys. Anyone else would have 


managed to report this news in a few sentences, but Iris was 
only too happy to go off on long digressions about statistical 
analysis, equations for determining equitable distribution of 
goods, and cost-benefit analyses. While Queen Lulu still 
credited the mysterious sorcerer with exposing the 
chancellor’s wrongdoing, Iris said, shooting Hex a menacing 
look, Iris herself had been promoted out of the guards to a 
management position as soon as he'd left, and couldn’t be 
happier about it. 

“Now that everything’s settled with the Lion,” she said 
finally, “Il should be getting back to the Wingless Ones. 
Lulu’s a great ruler, of course, but she doesn’t have a head 
for numbers. I’m badly needed back at the palace.” She 
puffed her chest importantly, and then winced. 

“You shouldn’t travel alone,” Pete said. “You're still hurt, 
and vulnerable.” 

“I can take care of myself!” Iris said, immediately furious. 

“The Lion may return at any time,” Pete said, and she 
deflated. 

“| Suppose you’re right,” she said, and her bravado fell 
away. “I thought | was going to die back there,” she said 
softly. 

“The Lion is far less likely to attack again if the three of us 
are together,” Pete said. “Especially now that he knows Hex 
is a match for him. And | think we got rid of the wolves for 
now. We'll escort you back to the Sea of Blossoms. You 
Should be safe enough the rest of the way to the 
queendom.” 

Hex looked at Pete in surprise, but didn’t ask any 
questions. Was this part of his third test? And why was Pete 
sticking around? But Pete was as infuriatingly inscrutable as 
ever as they rolled up their blankets and prepared to leave. 
Pete suggested they fashion crutches for Iris, but she 
scoffed at the idea. Her indignation was so comical that 
even Pete cracked a smile. 


At some point while they rested, the other path—the 
coward’s path, Hex thought—had disappeared, leaving them 
only one way out of the clearing. The trees were just as 
ominous, the weird perpetual twilight just as creepy, but 
lris’s happy chatter lightened Hex’s mood, and it seemed as 
though they had only been walking for a few hours when the 
thorny underbrush thinned out and the trees began to grow 
farther and farther apart. Soon, real sunlight filtered down 
through the forest canopy, and at last they emerged, 
blinking, into a sunny meadow dotted here and there with 
huge, lush fruit trees that grew in tidy rows. A broad blue 
stream ran through the meadow, burbling merrily. The whole 
place was such a welcome contrast to the forest that Hex 
felt his heart lift immediately. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Pete said. Hex nodded, and Iris sighed 
in pleasure. 

“I should get out of the queendom more often,” she said 
happily. “There’s nothing like a good vacation to make you 
appreciate home, right?” Hex almost laughed out loud. Iris 
was the only person—well, monkey—he could imagine who 
would describe being attacked by a monstrous Lion while 
plotting a murder as a “vacation.” He wondered again about 
his own home. Had he wanted to go back? Or had he been 
happy here? 

“We should keep moving,” Pete said. “The Lion isn’t 
stopped by pretty scenery. Neither are the Tin Woodman’s 
soldiers.” 

“Soldiers?” Hex asked in surprise. 

Pete nodded. “Not everyone in Oz can access the kind of 
magic you did in the clearing. The Lion is doubtless on his 
way to warn Dorothy and Glinda, if he hasn’t already. And 
once they learn that someone with that kind of power is just 
wandering around Oz—well, it won’t be long before they’re 
hot on our trail.” 

“Dorothy,” Iris said, and spat on the ground. Hex was 
shocked. 


“Who ifs this Dorothy?” he asked. 

“She used to be the best thing that had happened to Oz,” 
Iris said, “but then she turned out to be the worst.” Hex 
waited for Pete to cut her off, but to his surprise, Pete let her 
continue, her voice growing even more passionate as they 
walked. “For a long time, a terrible usurper ruled Oz,” she 
explained. “He came from the Other Place in a beautiful 
balloon that floated in the sky. This was a long time ago, of 
course—the citizens of Oz were much more trusting then. 
He deceived everyone in Oz and made them believe he was 
a good and kind Wizard, when he was nothing of the sort! 
He didn’t even have magic—just a bunch of fancy tricks. He 
made the people of Oz build him the Emerald City, and then 
he shut himself up in the palace so no one would realize he 
was a fraud. He stole the throne from the fairies, the rightful 
rulers. We tried to stop him, but he was too powerful.” 

“That’s not exactly true,” Pete said drily. “The citizens of 
Oz have never done much to stop anything from 
happening.” 

“The monkeys did!” Iris said hotly. “We saw through him 
from the very first! We knew he was trouble! We called him 
the Traitor! We never bowed down to him!” 

“You didn’t try to stop him until it was too late,” Pete said. 
“Until he sold you into slavery. And all of this happened 
before you were even born, Iris.” 

“Are you going to let me finish or not?” Iris snapped, and 
Hex was surprised to see tears in her eyes. Pete relented, 
waving at her to go ahead. “That was when Dorothy first 
showed up,” Iris continued. “She came from the Other 
Place.” 

If Dorothy was from the Other Place, and he was from the 
Other Place—did that mean they were related somehow? 
Had he known her? Something stirred at the back of his 
mind. He was so close, he thought, to putting it all together. 
So close to remembering who he was. But understanding 
was still on the far side of that shimmering wall—close 


enough to touch, but separated from him by a barrier he 
couldn’t yet cross. 

“Dorothy defeated the Traitor, and sent him back to the 
Other Place, and no one has heard from him since. Good 
riddance, if you ask me. She went back, too, and Ozma took 
the throne”—Iris gave a respectful little curtsy, as if this 
Ozma could somehow see her—‘“and everything was as it 
should be. But then Dorothy came back. Nobody knows how 
or why she got here, but this time everything was different. 
She was different. It was as if something—or someone—had 
brought her back to destroy Oz. At first, no one realized 
anything was wrong. She stayed in the palace with Ozma, 
and they had all sorts of banquets, and everyone who was 
anyone was invited—/ didn’t want to go, of course,” Iris said 
quickly, “even if I’d had an invitation, | would have turned it 
down, | don’t care a thing about parties.” The wistful look in 
her eye belied her words. “But then Ozma changed 
somehow, and suddenly it was Dorothy this, Dorothy that. 
The Tin Woodman’s armies marching around and laying 
waste to villages. It’s like Oz has been wounded; the whole 
land is bleeding magic, and unless someone puts a stop to 
Dorothy, we’re all doomed.” 

lris’s tone had grown more and more somber as she 
spoke, and even the weather echoed her mood: a huge 
thunderstorm was piling up in the distance, moving toward 
them rapidly, and the temperature was dropping. They were 
almost across the meadow; at the horizon, Hex could make 
out something bright and undulating that must have been 
the Sea of Blossoms. They were close then. Pete looked up 
at the sky. There was something unnatural about how 
quickly the storm was moving. Something almost—madgical. 
“You wanted to know what the third test was,” Pete said, 
looking at him. “It’s coming for you now.” 

Hex stared up at the sky. The thunderclouds, directly 
overhead now, swirled and coalesced, taking the shape of 
giant men who battled each other fiercely. As each blow 


landed, thunder cracked and boomed and jagged spears of 
lightning shot down toward the earth. Iris shrieked as a 
white-purple streak of lightning struck the ground just a few 
feet from where they stood. Hex recognized nothing about 
the meadow, and yet everything about this scene was 
familiar: the heaving purple clouds, the thunder, the color 
and sound of the lightning—he was in a basket, a basket 
floating in the air, while all around him a thunderstorm just 
like this one raged; he was fleeing something, or going 
somewhere. He was leaving Oz. It was so close—he grasped 
desperately for the tangled threads of memory, but they 
Slipped away again, just out of reach. An earsplitting rumble 
of thunder followed another terrific crack of lightning that 
struck the earth in front of them so fiercely it split the 
ground open. Purple and gray smoke poured from the 
fissure, forming itself into a stairway that led down into the 
darkness. 

As quickly as it had come upon them, the thunderstorm 
dissipated into a few scattered clouds that veiled the bright 
sun and cast long shadows across the now-chilly meadow. 
Hex shivered and wrapped his arms around himself. Iris 
gaped at the staircase, her expression so comical that Hex 
would have laughed if he himself had not been filled with 
fear at the sight of it. 

“This is as far aS we go,” Pete said calmly, as if nothing 
out of the ordinary had happened. “lIl see Iris safely to the 
edge of the Sea of Blossoms, and then | must return to the 
palace. I’ve already been away far too long. Dorothy will be 
suspicious.” 

“What about me?” Hex said, his voice more plaintive than 
he would have liked. 

“I wouldn’t go down there if you paid me,” Iris said 
vehemently. 

“You're not the one who has to,” Pete said to her. He 
pointed to Hex’s pack. “Change into the clothes you brought 


with you before you go,” he said. “You won’t need anything 
else.” 

Hex swallowed. “What if | refuse?” 

Pete raised an eyebrow. “If you refuse? Do you really want 
to wander around forever like the village idiot, never 
knowing who you are and where you came from?” 

“Maybe I do. Maybe I’m happy this way.” 

Pete shrugged. “In that case, you’re no help to us. l'Il take 
away your protection—and your disguise. There are a lot of 
people in Oz who won't be too happy to see you as you are 
—and you won’t even know why, or who to protect yourself 
from.” 

“You'd leave me to die?” 

“We do what’s necessary for the greater good of Oz,” Pete 
said dismissively. “Nothing comes without sacrifice.” 

Iris was looking back and forth between the two of them, 
her eyes wide. “I think you should probably do what he 
says,” she said to Hex. “He sounds kind of serious.” She 
limped forward and stuck out a paw. After a minute, Hex 
realized she meant for him to shake it, and obliged. “You 
started out kind of a rat,” she said. “But then you made up 
for it. You’re not so bad, human. Thanks for saving my life.” 

“You're welcome,” he said, bemused. “Good luck with your 

“Double-entry accounting is not a matter of /uck,” she 
said. “It is an operation of skill.” She limped off toward the 
Sea of Blossoms, not looking back to see if Pete was 
following. 

“Good luck,” Pete said. “Iris is right, you know. You are 
doing a pretty good job lately, for a human.” His tone had 
the same begrudging respect he’d had back in the clearing, 
after Hex had fought the Lion to save Iris. 

“Can't you at least warn me what the last test will be?” 
Hex asked. 

Pete laughed. “You should know better by now than to 
even ask. But when it comes time for you to make a choice, 


remember: you’re the Wizard. Once you ruled Oz, and now 
Oz is a part of you. Think about that, before you accept any 
gifts that are offered you.” 

With that cryptic remark, Pete turned to follow Iris. “Good- 
bye!” Hex called after him, but he didn’t turn around or 
acknowledge Hex’s farewell. “And thanks for nothing,” Hex 
muttered under his breath. He dug his old suit out of the 
pack Pete had left him, feeling a little silly, and changed 
behind a tree—as if there was anyone around for miles who 
could see him. He adjusted his top hat on his head and 
straightened his jacket. The clothes might make the man, 
but they didn’t tell him anything new about who he was. 
With that, he laid the pack tidily under the nearest tree, took 
a deep breath, and started down the stairs. 


ELEVEN 


Although the lightning had opened up the earth just 
moments ago, the staircase into the earth seemed ancient. 
The steps were as worn as if generations of feet had passed 
over them. Torches burned along the walls at intervals just 
regular enough to light the way, but their flame was cold 
and blue, not the cheery orange of real fire, or even the 
flickering multihued warmth of Pete’s magical campfire. The 
air was chilly, and Hex pulled his jacket close. 

The staircase ended at last at a long, dim corridor that 
stretched before him into more darkness. He looked around 
him for some kind of light, but the torches were firmly 
fastened to the walls. Did he have the magic to make a 
lantern? Even as he thought it, the air around him sparked 
and crackled, crystalizing into a kerosene lantern with a 
metal handle and a cheerful golden flame. He plucked it out 
of midair: it was solid and unmistakably real. What else 
could he conjure up? A five-course dinner? A trip home? A 
fur coat to stave off the chill? But no matter how he 
concentrated, nothing else happened. Magic, apparently, 
was fickle. No surprise there. He held the lantern aloft, 
advancing cautiously down the corridor. After a few minutes, 
the hallway abruptly ended in a rough wall. He stared in 
disbelief at the wall. He rapped it with his knuckles: solid 
stone. Was he supposed to cast a spell? Say a magic word? 
He racked his brains for any kind of clue Pete had given him, 
anything that would indicate what he was supposed to do 
next, but came up with nothing. He was at a literal dead 
end. 


Well, he thought, no one could say he hadn't tried. He’d 
done his best to meet the test, and nothing had happened. 
There was no reason for him to stick around in this big, 
empty hall. Pete would have to understand. Maybe Pete 
wouldn’t even know—he could find a nice village 
somewhere, settle down. Perhaps he’d try being a farmer, or 
a grocer. What did people do for work in Oz? Maybe he 
didn’t even need to work, if he was such a powerful 
magician. He could get a nice set of robes and a wand, 
maybe teach himself to fly. He could visit Iris and the 
monkeys, impress them with his powers. Perhaps Queen 
Lulu would award him some kind of honorary decree. He’d 
be esteemed above all other humans, loved—and maybe 
feared, just a little—by all. 

Buoyed by this cheerful thought, he turned around to 
leave. As he took the first step, there was a powerful 
whoosh and hundreds of torches flared to life all around 
him, nearly blinding him. He threw one arm over his eyes 
and yelped in surprise. 

“At last,” said a cool, dry, sardonic voice behind him. “We 
have the immeasurable honor, brethren, of meeting the 
Wonderful Wizard of Oz.” 

Hex turned around very, very slowly, blinking until his 
eyes adjusted to the light’s dazzle. The rough stone hallway 
was gone: he was standing in an immense, palatial room lit 
by huge crystal chandeliers; the light was not so 
extraordinarily bright after all, but had just seemed so in 
contrast to the dim hallway. The room was luxuriously 
appointed; the walls were draped in black velvet, and the 
floor was covered with rich, tapestried carpets piled three or 
four deep. And it was full of people. They stared at him 
curiously from where they reclined against carelessly 
stacked overstuffed velvet pillows or slouched in ornately 
carved armchairs that rested next to enameled tables 
bearing platters of glossy, dark fruits he didn’t recognize. 
They were all alarmingly beautiful, but eerily identical, with 


bone-pale skin and hair a shade whiter. They were dressed 
alike in black clothes that blended into the walls so that 
their cruel, fox-like faces seemed to float, disembodied, in 
the darkness. The nearest of them shifted in his chair and 
there was something inhuman about the way he moved, 
almost as if he was double-jointed. At the center of the room 
there was a flat black pool, perfectly round and still, whose 
waters reflected nothing but instead seemed to absorb the 
light like a black hole. 

There was no mistaking the speaker, who lounged regally 
in a throne-like chair that was bigger and more elaborate 
than all the other furniture in the room. Carved out of some 
dense, shiny black stone, it was studded with blood-colored 
rubies that gleamed dully in the soft light of the chandeliers. 
Its occupant was even paler than the other people in the 
room, with long, sleek white hair that spilled down his 
Shoulders and over the rich black robes he wore. One long, 
leather-clad leg was slung over the throne’s armrest, and he 
kicked idly with one booted foot against its side. A long 
black cigarette burned between the first and second 
knuckles of his fingers; he flicked ash disdainfully on the 
carpet before taking a long, decadent drag. His expression 
was one of utter, all-consuming boredom, but his black eyes 
glittered dangerously. 

Hex coughed, trying not to stare around him. “You seem 
to know who | am,” he said cautiously, “but I’m afraid you 
have me at a disadvantage.” 

The man threw his head back and laughed. “It speaks, 
brethren!” he chortled, and all around him the other people 
in the room tittered. Hex flushed an embarrassed red. “Oh 
come now, Wizard, don’t be so easily flustered,” the man 
said, still laughing. “There was a time when all of us here 
were under your estimable thumb, was there not? We were 
simply terrified of your incredible powers.” At this, everyone 
around him only laughed harder. Hex scowled and balled his 


hands into fists, determined not to let these strange people 
get the best of him. 

“Ah, my dear Wizard, | apologize,” the man said, still 
chuckling. “Come forward, and let me greet you properly. 
Welcome to the Kingdom of the Fairies.” 

As he skirted the pool, Hex saw that the fairy’s black cloak 
was actually a pair of tightly folded wings—and, his glance 
darting around the room, he saw that the other occupants of 
the room all sported wings as well. Some of the fairies 
yawned and stretched as he passed, unfurling their wings— 
black, but lacy and delicate as a butterfly’s—and waving 
them gently. Others stared at him openly, craning their 
heads to get a better look at him. At last he was standing 
before the throne, unsure of whether or not he should kneel. 

“Do not humble yourself before me, Wizard,” the fairy 
said. It sounded a lot like the fairy was making fun of him. 
“We are practically—well, | wouldn’t say equals, but my 
people are the rightful rulers of Oz, and you, once upon a 
time, usurped the throne—so we have a certain degree of 
experience in common, do we not?” The mockery in his 
voice was now unmistakable. Hex felt stupid and small. Pete 
had said he hadn’t been much of a wizard, but he’d just 
been dragged through all kinds of trials, and the last thing 
he needed was some stupid creep in a weird getup making 
him feel small. 

“You know | don’t remember anything,” he said angrily. 
“I’m here because Pete said you could help me if | passed 
your stupid test. Is that true, or should | just leave?” 

The fairy laughed, and this time his laughter seemed 
genuine rather than malicious. Hex almost rolled his eyes in 
frustration. What was the deal with these people? Were they 
just toying with him? Did they even mean to help him at all? 
He’d had no reason to trust Pete to begin with, and now he 
was beginning to wonder if Pete had had some ulterior 
motive all along. 


” 


“I can give you back your memories, Wizard,” the fairy 
said. “But a choice lies in front of you; a crossroads of a 
kind. You must choose your path before we can give you 
back what you have lost.” 

“A choice?” So this is it, Hex thought. This is the final test. 
The monkeys had tested his Wisdom—and he had failed. 
The Lion had tested his Courage—and he had passed. What 
was left? What happened if he failed? Would they really kill 
him, like Pete said? 

“What do you think is left, Wizard?” the fairy king said. 
“Wisdom, Courage—what other virtue before you remains 
but Love?” He said the word “love” with a tone of such 
contempt that Hex nearly flinched. “Do you accept my 
challenge? Am | so much more frightening than the Lion, 
that you cannot trust the test | lay before you?” 

That was not exactly reassuring. Hex raised an eyebrow. 
“What happens if | fail?” 

The fairy sat up in his chair, and looked at Hex with a gaze 
that pinned him like an insect. “Then you are of no more use 
to us,” he said, “and people who are of no use to the fairies 
do not last long in Oz.” 

“I thought Ozma was supposed to be good!” Hex 
protested. 

“Ozma,” the king snorted, and a titter ran through the 
assembled crowd. “Ozma has her uses, but she is the least 
of all of us. Wizard, | grow impatient. Will you begin the test, 
or keep yapping all day?” 

Hex stared at the fairy king, who blew a set of lazy smoke 
rings at the ceiling. “Take off your clothes,” the king said 
flatly, “and enter the pool. And then, Wizard, we will see 
what stuff you are made of.” 

“Here?” Hex asked, bewildered. 

“Where else?” It all seemed like some elaborate practical 
joke. Hex would take off his clothes, and they’d all laugh at 
him, and that would be the end of it; he’d be humiliated, 
they’d have had their fun. Suddenly, he found that he didn’t 


care. He was tired of cryptic pronouncements, inexplicable 
quests, mysterious allusions to a past he knew nothing 
about. If this was his chance to find out who he was and end 
it, he was willing to take it. And if not? If they killed him? So 
be it. It couldn’t be worse than the Lion, whatever they did. 
At least, it didn’t seem like it could be worse than the Lion. 
He stripped off his jacket and trousers and undergarments; 
the fairy king raised one eyebrow, but said nothing, and Hex 
sensed that he was almost impressed. He didn’t think | 
could do it. He stood before the fairies with his back 
straight, naked as the day he was born. “I accept your test,” 
he said, and then he walked to the pool and jumped in. 

The water was as thick and viscous as oil, and he sank like 
a stone, realizing belatedly that he had not thought to ask 
how deep the pool was—and it seemed that the person he 
had once been had no idea how to swim. Without thinking, 
he opened his mouth to shout in terror, and the black liquid 
poured down his throat and entered his body, turning his 
limbs heavy and his thoughts slow and strange. He was 
drifting through darkness—he found, to his surprise, that he 
could breathe, although the air was heavy and close and 
scented with something unfamiliar but not unpleasant. 
Faintly sweet, like a delicate wildflower. 

“Welcome, Wizard,” said a gentle voice. It came from 
everywhere and nowhere, surrounding him like the water 
itself; it was kind, but underneath the kindness was steel. 

“Who are you?” he asked, and found that he could speak 
as easily as he could breathe—where was he? What kind of 
pool was this? 

“You are in a place between places,” the voice said. “A 
place between times. Between what has come before, and 
what is yet to pass. The pool of the fairies is a very old and 
very powerful thing. It is here that you must make your final 
choice. But first, | have something to show you.” 

“Who are you?” he asked again, and the voice laughed. 


“I am Ozma,” it said, “and Lurline before her, and all the 
fairy queens who have ruled this country. | am made out of 
the magic of Oz itself. | am Oz, Wizard. Now pay attention.” 
The darkness around him swirled into an image of what he 
knew must be Oz, but not the Oz he had traveled through: 
this vision was a terrible one. Dark factories scarred the 
once-verdant landscape, belching black smoke into the toxic 
air. Munchkins in chains toiled miserably in the fields, 
drawing magic out of the earth with terrible machines as a 
glittering pink witch floated over them, her mouth drawn 
into a horrible grin. The Lion tore through a village, leaving a 
pile of corpses in his wake, his mouth and hands red with 
blood as he laughed mercilessly. The clanking armies of the 
Tin Woodman marched endlessly across the barren plains 
where flowers had once bloomed, crops had once grown. 
Iris, her wrists bound, wept piteously as a soldier dragged 
her behind him toward the Emerald Palace. 

And then Hex saw himself and knew somehow that he was 
in the Other Place. He was in a huge room—a study or a 
library—filled with rich, expensive furniture. Bookcases 
stuffed with leather-bound books and curios lined one wall, 
and framed posters featuring his picture plastered another. 
His side table was crowded with flowers and cards; baskets 
of fan mail were piled beneath them. He was reading a book 
about magic, seated at an impressive oak desk covered in 
ornate carvings, while a butler brought him a glass of 
whiskey in a crystal highball glass on a little silver tray, 
bowing deeply. 

“You can leave Oz,” the voice said. “You can return to the 
Other Place. This is the life that awaits you there—the life of 
a conjurer, a stage magician of great renown. You will be 
wealthy beyond your wildest dreams; you will perform for 
presidents and kings. Your magic will not be real, not the 
magic of Oz, but it will not matter—because audiences 
around the world will believe it is. You will live a long, 
illustrious life, and die a very old and very respected man.” 


“But Oz... ,” he said. 

“But Oz will become what you have seen. There will be no 
stopping the tide of Dorothy’s dark magic. Oz will fall.” 

“And if | stay?” 

“There are no certain things,” the voice said. “There is no 
way to see the end of this story until we are upon it. You 
have magic here, real magic. You have been transformed. If 
Oz is to have a chance, it will be because you stay. But there 
are no guarantees.” 

“| could give up everything and still fail?” 


“You could.” 
“The fairies mocked you.” 
“Our line is . . . different from our kindred,” said the voice, 


and now it seemed impossibly sad. “The burdens of ruling 
Oz alone have changed us. Lurline’s descendants are true to 
Oz, but the other fairies have become corrupt and weak. 
They see only themselves. If you choose Oz, Wizard, you 
must be wary of them.” 

He drifted through the dark water, confused and lost. 
“What about Pete?” 

He could almost hear the voice smile. “What do you think 
of Pete?” 

“I think he’s a jerk.” 

Now the voice was definitely laughing. “Do not be so quick 
to judge, Wizard. Pete has his own burdens to carry, and his 
own secrets. All will be revealed to you in time—if you 
choose the people of Oz. If you do not...” 

“If | don’t, the fairies will kill me.” 

“The fairies are malicious, but not evil. Whatever they told 
you, they will not kill you. You will be returned safely to your 
own time, your own home. All of this will be behind you.” 
The voice grew sad again. “You will forget your time here, 
even as Oz ceases to exist. But you must know what you 
were, before you can choose what you will become. | give 
you your memories, Wizard.” 


The terrible vision of Oz, of Iris with her bound and 
bleeding wrists, vanished. And suddenly, his memory—the 
memory of who he had been, what he had done, his days in 
the palace and in the Other Place, the entire long, tangled 
ribbon of his life, spilled back into his head like wine pouring 
from a jar, until he was dizzy with it. The petty tricks he had 
played on the people as soon as he had arrived in Oz, the 
deceit—forcing them to build him the Emerald City, 
betraying the monkeys, avoiding the witches like the plague 
lest he be exposed as the fraud he so essentially was. His 
entire time in Oz had been marked with his craven 
cowardice and chicanery. He had made the worst possible 
choice at every turn. No wonder the monkeys had cursed 
him; no wonder Pete had treated him with such contempt. 
He was filled with an overwhelming shame. How could he 
face the people of Oz after what he had done? How could he 
possibly stay here? The only answer was to go somewhere 
no one knew him and start over. 

It hardly seemed like a choice at all. “I choose—” He 
opened his mouth to ask her to send him back, send him 
home at last—but something stopped him at the last 
minute. What would happen to him if he returned to the 
Other Place? If he left behind what it was he had found here 
—the possibility that he was something far more than an 
ordinary man? He had felt the power of Oz’s magic running 
through him like a drug in his veins. To abandon that 
forever, once he had tasted it—what would that do to him? 
All the money and fame in the world could never come close 
to that elation, that exhilarating moment in the clearing 
when he had felt the full power of Oz coursing through him, 
when almost anything had seemed possible. What if that 
power was the chance to redeem himself? What if it would 
make him a better man than he had been? If he left now, if 
he went back to the Other Place, he would live with the 
regret of his loss for all the rest of his years. He would lose 
the chance of undoing the terrible things he had done, and 


never be able to forgive himself for it. And more than 
anything else, even if he went back to riches and fame, he 
would never use magic—real magic—again. Never know 
what it was like to summon the power of Oz. Never find out 
what he was truly capable of, now that he could tap into 
Oz's magic. And he knew, deep down, that regret would 
undo him, like a cancer in his heart. 

“| choose Oz,” he said. All around him, he could hear the 
fairies crying out—in joy, in exhilaration, in triumph, he 
could not say. “I am the Wizard!” he cried aloud, and then 
all at once he had the sensation of flying through the air ata 
tremendous speed until he landed with a sudden, ungainly 
thump on the carpet at the fairy king’s feet, stark naked and 
dripping wet. 

The fairy king sneered down at him. “So you have chosen 
us after all, Wizard,” he said, and beckoned to one of the 
fairies behind him. “Bring our Wizard a towel,” he added, 
laughing mockingly. “If you are truly to be the savior of Oz, 
Wizard, you might want to start by putting on some 
clothes.” 


TWELVE 


The fairies bustled about, wrapping him up in soft robes, 
rubbing dry his hair until he batted their hands away with 
irritation. They tried to dress him, but he turned his back to 
them and put his clothes on with as much dignity as he 
could muster. He was acutely conscious of the king’s 
amused gaze. A fairy brought him a mirror and a comb, and 
as he tidied his hair as best he could he saw that the face in 
the mirror was his own, his real face; Pete’s disguise had 
melted painlessly away. Another fairy offered him a glass of 
something hot and steaming. The surface of the liquid 
appeared to be glowing from within. “What /s that?” he 
asked, eyeing it dubiously. 

“Sunfruit Schnapps!” the fairy said cheerfully. The Wizard 
took a cautious sip and the fiery liquid slipped down his 
throat, setting him to coughing furiously. But soon a warm 
glow filled his stomach, and he found he didn’t mind the 
burn nearly as much after another few sips. The fairies 
tittered as he chugged down the rest of the liquor and 
waved his cup around, which magically refilled itself. 

“You have made your choice,” the fairy king said, and the 
excited buzz of the fairies fell silent at once. 

“I have,” the Wizard said. 

The fairy king smiled, a smile that did not reach his eyes. 
“We do not give, Wizard, without asking something in 
return. We have given you back yourself; we have offered 
you the power of Oz itself. And now, we will ask of you a tiny 
favor before you devote yourself to the glory of Oz.” Again, 
it was almost as though the fairy was making fun of him, the 
Wizard thought, his mind racing. Pete had been infuriating, 


but the Wizard had never doubted how much he cared 
about Oz. The fairies seemed different, though. The voice in 
the pool had said they were corrupt and weak. Was it 
possible they were trying to trick him? Was Pete working for 
them—or being used by them? 

The Wizard narrowed his eyes. “Describe this .. . favor.” 

“Long ago, you gave three gifts to three children of Oz—all 
of whom asked you for something they lacked. This much, | 
assume, you remember now?” 

“The Cowardly Lion,” the Wizard said slowly. “The 
Scarecrow, the Tin Woodman—but that was nothing. Those 
gifts weren’t even real. | had no power then.” 

“Indeed, you thought nothing of answering their pleas, 
knowing that the magic they believed you had was nothing 
but an illusion. But what if | told you the illusion itself was a 
lie?” 

“| don’t understand,” the Wizard said helplessly. “I was 
never—I never had magic, before now. | don’t even know 
what happened back there with the Lion. It’s out of my 
control.” 

“The journey from the Other Place transforms your kind in 
ways we do not yet understand,” the fairy king said. “In the 
crossing, you become something more—and_ perhaps 
something less—than what you once were. Like Dorothy, 
you had no magic in your world; like Dorothy, Oz has altered 
you. You have had the power of Oz at your disposal all this 
time, Wizard. When you created the three gifts—the Lion’s 
courage, the Tin Woodman’s heart, the Scarecrow’s brain— 
you thought you were only offering them a kind of panacea. 
But there was real magic, Old Magic, in those gifts—and 
when those from the Other Place make that discovery it 
often leads them down a path of perversion and abuse. 

“Make no mistake, Wizard, the magic of Oz is our magic, 
the magic of the fairies—and we want those gifts back. The 
corruption of the Lion, the Scarecrow, and the Tin Woodman 


is on your shoulders. You must bring back to us what was 
not yours to give.” 

“You want the gifts back?” the Wizard asked, his mind 
whirling. “But why?” 

The king rose from his throne, fierce and imperious. “The 
doings of my people are no business of yours, Wizard. The 
magic of Oz is ours to keep safe, ours to protect. You have 
let loose something that must be stopped, and it is up to 
you to make amends. The pool offered you a choice, and 
you chose Oz. Do not challenge Oz’s rightful rulers.” 

“Look,” the Wizard said crossly, “I went through kind of a 
lot to get here. Pete said you could help me, and now you’re 
asking me to go off on some crazy quest. Is he one of you?” 

The fairies stirred restlessly, and the fairy king looked 
almost shifty. “Is that what he told you?” 

“He didn’t tell me anything,” the Wizard said. “Except that 
you had the key to my memories, and that I’d be tested—a 
test | just passed. I’m not helping you until you tell me who 
Pete is and why you sent him to me in the first place.” 

The fairy king considered the question, his eyes half- 
lidded, before he answered. “Pete is one of us, in a way,” he 
said finally. “We have been waiting a long time, Wizard, to 


see if you might be able to help Oz with your .. .” The king 
paused delicately, and someone behind him snickered 
—"“ powers.” 


“What do you mean, you waited? You knew | was in that 
field? For twenty-five years?” The king didn’t answer. And 
then the worst thought of all occurred to him. “Someone 
sent that storm to keep me in Oz—someone with real magic. 
That was you, wasn’t it?” The fairy was silent, but his 
expression gave him away. The Wizard felt fury rise in his 
chest. The fairies had been using him all along, and for 
longer than he’d even imagined. They’d left him in that field 
until they thought he might be useful—and they would have 
continued to leave him there forever if he wasn’t. And if the 
king lied about that, no doubt he was lying about the gifts— 


lying about protecting Oz. He wanted the gifts for himself— 
but to what end? Did the fairies want to restore Ozma to the 
throne, when the pool itself had told him they were corrupt? 
Was the fairy king imagining himse/f on the throne in the 
Emerald Palace? The Wizard schooled his features, keeping 
his expression neutral. He couldn’t let the fairy king guess 
that he knew there was more to the fairies’ demand than 
simply the well-being of Oz. And suddenly he was angry 
again, angry like he hadn’t been since he’d faced the Lion. 
The voice in the pool had made him believe he could be 
good again—but this lying pack of fairies was only out for 
themselves. Why should he be selfless, when no one else in 
Oz was? What did he care about their petty power plays? 
Who was to say that Ozma was any better? Maybe everyone 
who rules Oz is destined to put themselves first, he thought 
bitterly. Maybe it’s not me. Maybe it’s this place—and now 
I’m stuck here. Ozma had tricked him in the pool—tricked 
him into believing in the possibility of his own goodness. But 
what felt good about being good? He squashed down the 
thought of Iris—after all, even she had been trying in her 
own way to stab him in the back. No, the only thing that felt 
good was power. He’d had power once. And now he wanted 
it back. 

“We felt you had more to do in Oz,” the fairy king said 
smoothly, interrupting his thoughts. “Bringing your balloon 
down was not the most graceful way to keep you here, and 
for that | apologize.” The king coughed, and the Wizard 
noted how difficult it was for him to so much as admit to the 
slightest wrongdoing—even if he was only doing it to sweet- 
talk the Wizard into doing his bidding. “I hope you can 
forgive us. Sometimes when the good of Oz is concerned we 
—ah”—the fairy king looked as though he was about to 
bring up a hair ball—“we can, er, make mistakes. Not that 
that happens often, of course,” he added hastily. 

The Wizard drew himself up to his full height—which was, 
admittedly, not very tall. “Il accept your apology,” he lied, 


“and | accept your task. | will not fail. Do not forget that | did 
rule Oz, and well.” 

““Well’ is not precisely the word | would have used,” the 
fairy king said, laughing, “but | have no doubt you will do 
your earnest best on our behalf. | offer you a token—and a 
reminder—of our... esteem.” The fairy king bent forward 
and scooped up a palmful of water from the black pool. He 
took his palm away, and the globe of water floated there; 
with both hands, he pinched and shaped it, drawing it out 
into an ebony cane. When it was finished, he presented it to 
the Wizard with a flourish. “Do not forget us,” he said lightly. 
“We will be watching you, Wizard. Of that, you can be 
certain.” 

“I have no doubt,” the Wizard said coolly. “But | have no 
need of your gifts.” 

“| insist,” the king said coldly, holding it out. The Wizard 
hesitated, and then accepted the cane. He tapped it 
experimentally against the ground; it was as solid as an 
ordinary cane, though the wood was shot through with an 
obsidian slickness that echoed the water of the pool. As he 
looked at it, an eye opened in the dark wood and winked at 
him before disappearing again. So this was how they would 
watch him. He would have to be very careful, indeed. He 
had no doubt that if he found a way to get rid of the cane 
they would punish him for it somehow. Now was not the 
time to defy them. No, he’d wait until the moment was right. 

“Then we are agreed,” the fairy king said, and the Wizard 
smiled, matching the king’s oily grin with one of his own. 

“But of course.” A flicker of uncertainty crossed the fairy’s 
face before vanishing again, and the Wizard smiled to 
himself in triumph. Not so sure of yourself now, are you? he 
thought. 

“Then let us celebrate,” the fairy king said, “and 
afterward, we Shall return you to the world above to begin 
your most noble quest.” He clapped his hands, and a parade 
of extraordinary creatures—lithe, beautiful girls with the 


bodies of human women and the heads of deer, a fat little 
troll in an ermine coat far too big for him, a frog the size of a 
man dressed in a tuxedo with tails—capered into the throne 
room, bearing platters of steaming dishes and a host of 
folding tables. Wine poured itself from floating bottles into 
heavy goblets of silver and gold that settled themselves 
onto trays, to be whisked about by mournful-looking 
specters as insubstantial as mist—as the Wizard saw when a 
fairy walked right through one of them, snatching up a 
wineglass as the ghostly waiter dissolved and then re- 
formed. The king himself served the Wizard a heaping 
portion of roast venison on a white china plate and drew up 
a folding table and a comfortable little chair before returning 
to his throne with a plate of his own. And though the room 
was full of merriment—fairies chatting, gossiping, 
exclaiming over this delicacy and that—they all ignored the 
Wizard as completely as if he were invisible, so that a 
miserable sense of loneliness punctuated the feast and 
turned the taste of the meat to ashes in his mouth. 

“I had better be going,” he said aloud. No one paid him 
any attention as he pushed away the table and got up. 
Without his even reaching for it, the cane found its way to 
his hand. A dull, shabby corridor that bore a resemblance to 
the one that had led him to this awful room opened up in 
the wall before him. And as he stumbled down it, the 
Sunfruit Schnapps churned in his belly, and he wondered if 
he was going to be sick. As he left, the fairies’ laughter 
echoed behind him, high-pitched and cruel, and it rang 
down the hallway after him for a long time. 


THIRTEEN 


The climb up the stairs from the fairies’ kingdom was not as 
long as he remembered it, and he soon emerged, blinking, 
into the sunlit meadow where Pete and Iris had left him. 
Pete was sitting with his back against a tree, eating an 
apple. 

“So you made your choice,” Pete said. “And you 
remember now what you are.” 

“So | did. And yes, | do.” 

They were both quiet, looking at each other. 

“The fairies can be—” 

“Awful?” 

“I was going to say complicated,” Pete said, smiling a 
little, “but yes, that, too. But you have to understand, the 
good of Oz is what they care about most. No matter how 
they seem to the... unprepared visitor.” 

“Is it,” the Wizard said. Pete looked at him, surprised, and 
for the first time since the Wizard had met him he looked 
uncertain. 

“Of course,” Pete said. “That’s all any of us want. What’s 
best for Oz.” 

“Of course,” the Wizard echoed. 

“That’s why you chose this,” Pete said. “That’s why you 
chose to stay. To fight for what Oz once was—and will be 
again. We won't fail. We’ll defeat Dorothy, and restore the 
balance.” 

“That’s all | want,” the Wizard said smoothly, and Pete’s 
face collapsed into relief. 

“Good,” he said. “I’m sorry |—underestimated you.” Pete 
took a deep breath. “Listen—I owe you an apology. All along, 


| expected the worst from you.” 

“I can’t really blame you,” the Wizard said gently. “I did 
things that were unforgivable. | can hardly expect you to 
simply forget the past.” 

“I can’t forget the past,” Pete said nobly. “But | did forget 
something just as important. | forgot that people can 
change. Even people who have done terrible things.” 

“I’ve learned so much from you,” the Wizard said easily. 
Pete smiled, and the Wizard almost laughed. So easy to fool 
them; so easy to play the part of penitent revolutionary, 
vowing to do right by his adopted home. What would they 
say, Pete and the fairies, if they could see what he really 
wanted? 

Oz had been his once, and it could be again. Not just his in 
name, as it had been before, but his wholly—now that he 
knew he had real power, now that he could access the Old 
Magic of Oz. He had liked the throne, liked it very much. He 
didn’t know why the fairies wanted the three gifts so badly, 
but the answer had to be their power. If he had the Old 
Magic, the gifts, the throne—nothing would be able to stop 
him. Not Dorothy, not Glinda, not a bunch of goths in black 
bathrobes, chain-smoking cloves underground and longing 
for the good old days. And Dorothy—oh yes, he remembered 
her. Dorothy owed him. And he was going to make her pay. 

Pete took a step forward, and the long grass parted to 
reveal the most familiar highway in Oz: the Road of Yellow 
Brick. Waiting, as it always was, to take travelers to the 
Emerald City, no matter where their journey began. The 
Wizard smiled to himself. Like Dorothy had once said, there 
was no place like home. He found he was very much looking 
forward to his return. 

“Are you ready?” Pete asked, taking the first step onto the 
golden road. 

“Oh yes,” the Wizard said, tapping his cane lightly against 
the yellow bricks. “I am very ready indeed.” 
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